
Part I: The Age of Augustine 

Chapter I 

Faith and Philosophy 

In a witty inaugural lecture C. S. Lewis spoke of the difficulties that attend dividing 

history into periods.{1} With less wit than embarrassment we call attention to the fact 

that the period of philosophy whose history we hope to sketch in the present volume 

requires that we begin by saying something of a number of men who lived before 

Plotinus, whose philosophy provided the final discussion of our Volume One. We do 

have, as it happens, a reason for excluding those men before and including them now, 

a reason we alluded to when we made the briefest of mentions of Philo Judaeus. (Cf. 

Vol. I, p. 341.) That reason is this: all of the men who are included in this volume 

were heavily influenced in their philosophical thinking by revealed religion. Indeed, 

so decisive is this influence that it is only gradually that anything like an independent 

charter is reissued to philosophy, and, after its issuance, it is seemingly the rare 

thinker who pursues philosophy in any independent fashion. The men we shall be 

considering are believers, religious men, who claim to have an access to truths got not 

by strenuous intellectual effort but by the gratuitous gift of God. In short, their faith 

gives them answers at the outset to many of the questions that the pagan philosopher 

posed. It may well be asked how such men can be considered figures in the history of 

philosophy, and indeed for centuries the great stretch of time from Plotinus to 

Descartes was regarded as an exclusively theological period of no interest to the 

historian of philosophy, at least in any substantive sense. This assessment has not 

completely disappeared today.  

Prior to addressing ourselves to the problem just foreshadowed -- the possible 

coexistence of faith and rational thought -- in the period that interests us, it may be 

useful to allay our fears in a generic way by recalling an aspect of ancient thought we 

were concerned to underline in our first volume. Ancient philosophy did not spring 

full- formed from the brow of Thales nor were its problems got by a free and 

unfettered gaze at the natural world. From its inception ancient philosophy was 

theological in orientation -- the very term suggests the pursuit of a wisdom which 

consists in knowledge of the divine -- and this orientation can be looked upon as the 

bequest of mythical thought which both antedated and to some degree was 

concomitant with the origin of philosophy. Mythical thought had become, as it were, 

institutionalized in literature as well as in the official religion, and ancient 

philosophers can be regarded as pursuing their task with an eye on these 

institutionalized attitudes. It would be difficult to say how tongue in cheek is Plato's 

statement that the poet is a vehicle of something like a divine revelation, or how 

unserious is Aristotle's notion that mythical tales are allegories of profound 

philosophical thought which alone survive in fallow periods. Both men, though 

Aristotle to a far far less degree, were prone to treat the poetic statement as an 

allegory of a straightforward literal truth.  

Both men, too, and in this they were tributaries of earlier efforts, saw their 

philosophies as a replacement of popular religion, almost we might say as a better 

http://www.nd.edu/Departments/Maritain/etext/hwp201.htm#n_1#n_1
http://www.nd.edu/Departments/Maritain/etext/hwp114.htm#p341
http://www.nd.edu/Departments/Maritain/etext/hwp114.htm#p341


kind of religion: a way of life, a total commitment to the ultimate acquisition of 

knowledge of the divine. Differences there were between these two giants of ancient 

thought and certain it is that ancient philosophy is not perfectly homogeneous, but it is 

nonetheless a safe generalization that ancient philosophy did not proceed, either in 

fact or in desire, in complete isolation from ancient religion. There was a quarrel 

between them, to be sure, but it was a quarrel between a dreamt-of norm and a 

degenerate instance.  

Viewing ancient philosophy from this angle, we can see a slight similarity between 

the pagan philosopher and the man of faith who began to meditate on the content of 

his beliefs. However, a fundamental difference can be introduced. The Christian 

thinker did not regard his faith as something in need of a firm rational footing, as if 

what be had accepted out of trust in the word of God must finally be deduced by him 

from the evidence of things seen. This is a generalization and therefore a 

simplification; one of the major motifs of the study before us is contained in that 

assertion, and there will be many variations on it. What will emerge in the golden 

period of medieval thought is the hard-won conviction that it is faith which measures 

natural reason and that it is eminently reasonable that this be so. For the Christian it is 

philosophy which must first be justified, not the faith, and if this period opens with 

men called Apologists, men who defend the faith it is the addressee of the apologia, 

not its writer, who is thought to be in need of what is said. It is almost as if the 

difficulties are thought to reside only in the mind of him who has not the faith.  

But of course since the recipient of faith is a man, a rational creature, it is as right as it 

is inevitable that he will meditate on revealed doctrines, apply natural reason to them, 

and that this effort will have intramural ramifications and benefits. For one thing, it is 

necessary that believers retain a clear and accurate knowledge of what has been 

proposed for their faith. The orthodox expression of the content of revelation is 

something which, from the beginning, is attained against the background of the 

heterodox, the heretical understanding. It is in this sense that there is and must be a 

development of Christian doctrine, a gradual clarification in the light of hitherto 

unthought-of difficulties and interpretations of what the true sense of Scripture is. 

This true sense is not had merely by pointing at biblical passages; it is the 

interpretation of the passages that is at issue, and the orthodox interpretation, as much 

as the heterodox, will consist in bringing to bear on the documents of revelation an 

apparatus of interpretation which is not itself revealed. From the beginnings of the 

Christian period there is fairly widespread agreement that this apparatus is something 

which can be provided by philosophy.  

We do not mean to suggest that there is at the outset a clear understanding of 

philosophy as an autonomous and legitimate activity. Far from it. Tertullian (c.160 - 

c.240), one of the first Christian writers to present his thought in Latin, had little but 

contempt for pagan philosophy. For him philosophy was the locus of error, 

Christianity the summation of truth, and what has truth to learn from error? It may 

have been this contempt for natural reason that led Tertullian to hyperbolic excess in 

the claim that the truths of Christianity are absurd.  

A far more widespread attitude was that expressed by Eusebius (c.265 - c.339) in the 

title of a book, Praeparatio evangelica. Ancient wisdom, pagan philosophy, should be 

regarded as struggling toward the truth which has been revealed whole and entire, 



once and for all, by Christ. Christianity is the true philosophy, the telos toward which 

antiquity tended. St. Justin Martyr (c.100 - 164) was an early exponent of this view; 

St. Clement of Alexandria (c. 150 - c.219) was another; St. Gregory of Nyssa (c.335 - 

c.395), who was to have such influence on John Scotus Erigena, yet another. Men 

who felt as they did can be expected to show a sympathetic interest in the writings of 

the philosophers and, generally speaking, they do exhibit such an interest. By the 

same token, of course, such an attitude implies that philosophy, in the Greek sense, is 

an historical moment that has been surpassed, since whatever there is of good in 

ancient philosophy is contained in an eminent and perfect fashion in Christianity.  

Before describing further the thought of men who saw some positive good in ancient 

philosophy, it might be well to indicate how they can he grouped together. First, there 

are the Greek Apologists, the most important of whom are Justin Martyr, already 

mentioned, St. Irenaeus (born c.126), and Hippolytus (died c.236). Second, note must 

be made of Clement of Alexandria and Origen (c.185 - 254) of the Catechetical 

School of Alexandria. Of the Latin Apologists, Tertullian, Arnobius (c.260 - c.327), 

and Lactantius (c.250 - c.325) are the most important. Other men of importance in 

what we may call the pre-Augustinian period are St. Athanasius (died 373), St. 

Gregory of Nazianzus (died 390), St. John Chrysostom (died 406), St. Basil (died 

379), and his brother, St. Gregory of Nyssa.  

Justin Martyr's own route to Christianity is presented by him in such a way that it 

exhibits the historical process writ small. As a pagan he went to philosophers in the 

expectation that they would speak to him of God, and though he was dissatisfied with 

the Stoic, the Peripatetic, and the Pythagorean he encountered, his needs were met 

when he came under the tutelage of a Platonist. Here at last he had the sense of being 

introduced to immaterial things, and in his efforts to contemplate the Ideas he half 

expected to see God. He then describes an encounter with a Christian who casts doubt 

on salient features of Plato's thought: his views on the nature of creation, the soul, and 

its immortality. The man speaks with such assurance that Justin asks him where he 

has learned so much, and he is directed to the Scriptures. Upon reading them, his soul 

was set aflame, and he concludes that he has found the safe and profitable philosophy. 

Besides seeing Christianity as the true object of the philosophical quest, Justin points 

out similarities between statements of Scripture and the theories of Plato. Justin felt 

that the reason for such similarities was that the Greeks had borrowed ideas from the 

Jews. His suspicion that Greek philosophy had been influenced by the Old Testament 

was shared by Clement of Alexandria, as it would be by St. Augustine.  

Clement, however, held that the pagan thinkers were influenced by the divine Logos 

in somewhat the same way that Moses and the Jewish prophets had been influenced. 

Pagan philosophy, like the Old Law, was a preparation for Christianity. Clement is 

one of the first to insist that philosophy may also provide an instrument for 

understanding the faith. With the aid of philosophy the truths of faith can be 

approached in an effort to understand them. The result is a negative rather than a 

positive knowledge, Clement feels, thus opening a question which will be asked again 

and again by later Christian thinkers. What is the import of the various names 

attributed to God? Can the things of this world provide us with an access to what God 

is? Clement's answers here are cautious, as most subsequent answers will be, and it is 

possible to see him anticipating the negative theology which is developed by Gregory 



of Nyssa and later by the Pseudo-Dionysius and which, mediated to some degree by 

Scotus Erigena, is continued in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and beyond.  

Origen exhibits some of the dangers for the faith that can follow attempts to reconcile 

it with philosophy, for he reads into Scripture the Neoplatonic view that creation is a 

necessary process, an emanation from the Divine Monad that could not not have taken 

place. Origen also maintained that men are in effect fallen angels, their souls being 

imprisoned in bodies because of some sin prior to birth. Furthermore, perhaps 

influenced by the Neoplatonic doctrine of return, which complements emanation, he 

held that ultimately all creatures would be reconciled with God, thus denying the 

eternity of punishment for the wicked.  

Gregory of Nyssa allows the rightness of bringing philosophical conceptions to bear 

on revealed truths but insists that an interpretation, to be valid, must be consonant 

with Scripture. There is, indeed, considerable optimism on the part of Gregory as to 

the reach of reason, for he seems to suggest that it is possible to establish the Trinity 

of Persons in God on the basis of natural reason alone. There will be later attempts 

along the same lines, attempts which betray an unorthodox view and which tend to 

blur the difference between the realms of faith and reason.  

Generally speaking, those of the early Fathers who look with favor on pagan 

philosophy, particularly that of Plato, see it as a way station to Christianity, which is 

the true philosophy. Moreover, when they find sympathetic doctrines in pagan 

thinkers, they are inclined to treat these as borrowings from the Old Testament. 

Finally, the utility of philosophy as an instrument for interpreting the Scriptures and 

clarifying the nature of belief is stressed. It is this use of philosophy to explicate and 

defend the faith which constitutes theology according to a definition which will 

emerge; thus, the question arises whether philosophy is considered an autonomous 

pursuit by the Christian. This is a difficulty which crops up repeatedly in the period 

whose history we are attempting to sketch. It has often been said that during the 

Middle Ages it is the theologians who do such philosophizing as is done and that by 

and large they do so as an adjunct to developing their theology. Philosophical 

contributions there may be, it will be said, but they are made ad hoc, with a view to 

their theological utility. Consequently, a man's original philosophy, as well as what he 

borrows, is to be found scattered through his theological writings, and it becomes 

difficult to determine what organizational principles we can use to construct a system 

of these fragments should they be extracted from their theological context.  

There is some justice to this observation, but the outlook is not as bleak as it implies. 

We will find many philosophical works in the period before us, and we will often find 

more than a hint as to the structure of the philosophical system to which fragmentary 

contributions are made in theological writings. Moreover, there will be many 

commentaries on ancient philosophical works which are their own kind of 

contribution to philosophy. There is, in short, a great deal of autonomous philosophy 

in the medieval period.  

Nowadays it is particularly necessary to insist on this. From many quarters come 

statements which, if true, would call for an ironic reversal of recent assessments of the 

medieval period. As has been mentioned, until fairly recent times it was fashionable 

to dismiss the Middle Ages as a period when only theology was done and no 



philosophy. Much careful scholarship has made clear that there were any number of 

philosophies maintained in the Middle Ages. This variety told against the view that 

medieval world outlooks were simply explications of what was believed, since if the 

matter were that simple, we would expect but one philosophy, not several. The 

Middle Ages thus slowly gained recognition as a period when much vigorous 

philosophizing took place. Of late, however, some men whose work had much to do 

with this recognition have been asserting that medieval philosophy cannot be 

considered autonomous, that not only did it flourish in a theological context but it is 

inseparable from that context. If there was philosophy in medieval times, this position 

would have it, it was a Christian philosophy. Presumably, a major note of Christian 

philosophy is that one must be a Christian to accept its arguments. If this is the 

implication, the only conclusion must be that this is not what is meant by philosophy -

- least of all in the golden period of medieval thought.  

Generalities are difficult on the threshold of our task, but the tone of the preceding 

paragraph will indicate our lack of sympathy with the latter-day notion of Christian 

philosophy. If that phrase accurately described the philosophical contribution of the 

Middle Ages, we would see little point in writing the present book. Our conviction is 

that the Middle Ages saw a genuine flourishing of philosophical thought. There are 

peaks and valleys, of course; social and political upheavals rendered any unbroken 

development impossible -- but that is true of any period in the history of philosophy. 

What will particularly interest us in this, as in the other volumes of this series, are the 

giants of the period. As we move toward the thirteenth century, we will discern an 

evolving clarity as to the relation between philosophy and theology and the limits of 

the two. Quite unabashedly we will find the highest peak on the medieval terrain in 

the thirteenth century, particularly in the thought of Thomas Aquinas. In our treatment 

of his doctrine we will attempt to underline the fact that his is a philosophical as well 

as a theological achievement, that in his thought we find the clearest and most lasting 

answer to the puzzles we have seen emerging so far in the present chapter. There is no 

need to discount the Christian faith of medieval thinkers, or to deny its encompassing 

influence on whatever they did, to maintain that throughout the period there is a 

striving toward the position which reaches its full clarity in Aquinas: that philosophy 

is independent and autonomous. A kind of praeparatio thomistica, if you will. If we 

take Thomas as the telos of this development, we are better able to appraise his 

predecessors, just as his predecessors give the clue to the comprehensive and 

synthetic nature of his philosophizing.  

Much could be gained from a close and thorough study of the early Christian writers 

we have mentioned in this chapter. However, given the nature of our objective, we 

turn now to the thought of Augustine, who is beyond contest the greatest thinker of 

the early Church.  

 

{1} C. S. Lewis, De descriptione temporum (Cambridge, 1955). 
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Chapter II 

Saint Augustine 

A. The Man and His Work 

When Augustine died in 430, the Vandals were laying seige to Hippo, his episcopal 

city; the Roman Empire, overextended and moribund, was soon to be a thing of the 

past; the Western world stood at the edge of its Dark Ages. If the empire is taken as 

symbolic of past pagan splendor, the dying Augustine reciting the penitential psalms 

represents a major effort to juxtapose the Christian revelation and the wisdom of the 

ancients, an effort which would be renewed after the Dark Ages and would culminate 

in the thirteenth century in such men as Aquinas, Bonaventure, and Albert. Augustine 

has a lasting appeal because his own life is a dramatic representation of the triumph of 

grace over nature. In his Confessions Augustine has described his struggle against the 

flesh, a struggle which forms the background for his intellectual development.  

Augustine was born in 354 in Tagaste, Numidia, to Patricius, a pagan who was to die 

baptized, and Monica, already a Christian. Since infant baptism was not the custom, 

Augustine was simply enrolled as a catechumen, but his mother endeavored to instill 

in him a reverence and love of Christ which, as he attests, was indelible. Augustine 

had a Christian education and once even asked to be baptized when he fell ill, but he 

got well and baptism was put off. But if his mother was teaching him the tenets of 

Christian truth, his official education was quite another matter. Augustine does not 

paint a flattering picture of himself as a student, describing himself as giddy, lazy, and 

a hater of Greek. He studied grammar in his native city and then went to Madaura, 

where, in his early teens, his moral life went into decline. Despite his attachment to 

the flesh, Augustine did well at school, and his father decided to send him to 

Carthage. Since he could not immediately take on the expense, he brought his son 

home for a year of leisure before he continued his studies at Carthage. Augustine 

looked back on this year of idleness as a disastrous one. In 370 he went to Carthage 

where he was to study rhetoric. The pagan atmosphere of the city completed 

Augustine's downfall, and he seemed forever beyond the influence of Christian 

doctrine. In 372, Augustine's son Adeodatus was born of a woman with whom 

Augustine lived until his thirty-third year. A turning point in his life came in 373 

when, at the age of nineteen, he read the Hortensius, a dialogue of Cicero, which 

exhorts to the love of immortal wisdom. He writes: "That book transformed my 

feelings, turned my prayers to you, Lord, changed my hopes and desires. Suddenly I 

despised every vain hope and desired with an unbelievable fervor of heart the 

immortality of wisdom and I began then to rise and return to thee." (Conf., III, iv, 7)  

Augustine became a teacher of rhetoric in 373, first in Tagaste and the next year in 

Carthage, where he taught until 383. The change that the reading of Cicero brought 

about in him led him to embrace, not Christianity, but Manicheism. Augustine himself 

felt that he became a Manichean out of pride. The Manichean doctrine purported to be 

based on reason alone and did not demand that one first believe. This appeal to his 

intellectual pride was enhanced by the contradictions the Manicheans professed to 

find in the Scriptures. Perhaps the greatest attraction of the Manichean doctrine lay in 

the way it accounted for evil, lifting the burden of guilt from the sinner. Augustine 



was well disposed to accept the exoneration: "For before then it had seemed to me 

that it is not we who sin but some unknown nature within us and it soothed my pride 

to be guiltless and, having done something evil, not to have to confess I did it in order 

that you might heal my soul which sinned against thee; I loved to excuse myself and 

accuse that unknown something in me that was not I." (Conf., V, x, 18) Augustine 

was a Manichean through 383. During the time he belonged to the sect he was a 

listener as opposed to one of the elect, but he devoted himself to the study of the 

doctrine with great gusto. When he encountered difficulties, he was assured that they 

could be resolved by a Manichean bishop, Faustus. After nine years Augustine 

withdrew from the sect. He was prompted by a number of factors, among which was 

that Faustus had been quite unable to answer his intellectual difficulties with 

Mauichean doctrine; he found the Manichean bishop to be little more than a popular 

orator.  

At the age of twenty-nine Augustine went to Rome to open a school of rhetoric. He 

hoped that he would attract more promising students than he had at Carthage, and, in 

a sense, he did. Whenever the fees came due, however, his clientele disappeared. 

Disgusted, Augustine applied for and received a position as teacher of rhetoric at 

Milan.  

Having freed himself from the bonds of Manicheism, Augustine at first devoted 

himself to the study of Academic philosophy, but this led him only to doubt; he 

continued to associate with Manicheans for a time, but then drifted away from them. 

Having met St. Ambrose Augustine attended his sermons, became once more a 

catechumen, and pondered over arguments to refute the Manicheans. Fervor came 

into his life once more when he read some Platonic writings, probably translations of 

Plotinus made by Marius Victorinus. If the Academics had led him to despair of the 

possibility of finding truth, his present reading rekindled in his breast the hope he had 

first felt upon reading the Hortensius. Filled with a passion for philosophy, Augustine 

desired nothing but to devote his life to the quest for truth. He thought of a common 

life with friends of like mind, a community ordered to the pursuit of truth. But, alas, 

he had not yet conquered his flesh. He sent away the mistress of his youthful years, 

the mother of Adeodatus, and on the urging of his mother was contemplating 

marriage. In the meanwhile he took on another mistress.  

The attraction of Platonism served to lead Augustine to a reading of Scripture, and he 

began to struggle against his passions. When he was told the story of the conversion 

of Victorinus to Christianity, Augustine yearned to be baptized; the story of St. 

Anthony of the Desert made Augustine see his own carnal enslavement and to long to 

be freed from it. A struggle at once intellectual and moral raged within him. All was 

resolved when he found himself in his garden, with the Scriptures beside him. From 

over the wall a child's voice repeated insistently, "Take and read, take and read." It 

occurred to Augustine that the phrase belonged to no child's game, that the voice was 

addressing him. He picked up the Scriptures and read from the Epistle to the Romans 

13:13: "not in revelry and drunkenness, not in debauchery and wantonness, not in 

strife and jealousy, but put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and as for the flesh, take no 

thought for its lusts." With one blow all Augustine's incertitude was swept away. It 

was 386; he was thirty-three years old.  



Shortly after his conversion Augustine took the occasion of an illness and a vacation 

to resign his post at Milan; he retired with his mother and son and a few friends to the 

country home of one Verecundus located at Cassiciacum. There Augustine prepared 

himself for baptism while he and his friends engaged in philosophical disputes which 

were taken down and preserved. We shall turn to those dialogues in a moment. On 

Holy Saturday of 387, St. Ambrose baptized Augustine. We can imagine the joy her 

son's baptism gave Monica; it was truly the fulfillment of her lifetime wish. When 

they were returning to Africa shortly afterwards, she died en route at Ostia.  

At Tagaste, Augustine set up what amounted to a monastic community, striving to 

realize that ideal which had presented itself to him shortly before his conversion. 

Augustine enjoyed this solitary life for a few years until he was ordained a priest by 

popular petition in 391. This caused Augustine to move to Hippo, but there he once 

more set up a monastery. His life was devoted to preaching and to writing against the 

enemies of the faith. He wrote polemical works against Manichean doctrines and 

against the Donatist heresy, beginning the literary activity which would continue 

throughout his long life. Augustine was consecrated coadjutor bishop of Hippo in 396 

and succeeded the following year. He remained as bishop of this obscure diocese for 

the rest of his life, profoundly influencing the history of the Church in Africa, and 

finally that of the whole Church, becoming one of her most authoritative doctors. 

Augustine's inclination toward a monastic existence did little to prevent his ceaseless 

activity in the cause of truth. His conviction that there is a changeless truth made him 

an indefatigable adversary of anyone who would call that truth into question, pervert 

or dilute it in any way. Manicheans, Donatists, Pelagians -- Augustine dealt with each 

in turn, but always with an eye to bringing the person in error into the truth. Augustine 

was seventy-six when he died on August 28, 430.  

Writings. It is convenient to group Augustine's writings according to the major phases 

of his life. Augustine published one prose work prior to his conversion, De pulchro et 

apto. The writings dating from Augustine's stay at Cassiciacum (386-387) are Contra 

academicos, De beata vita, De ordine, Soliloquia, De immortalitate animae, De 

musica. The period from his baptism to his ordination (387-391) includes among 

others De quantitate animae, De libero arbitrio, De magistro, De vera religione. As a 

priest, Augustine wrote, among others, the following works: De utilitate credendi, De 

duobus animabus contra Manichaeos, De fide et symbolo. Only the very earliest 

works of Augustine could be called purely philosophical efforts, for as his life 

becomes that of priest and then of bishop, his interests become almost exclusively 

theological, homiletic, etc. We shall shortly say something about the possibility of 

distinguishing faith and philosophy in Augustine; for the moment we must cite, from 

the period of his episcopacy, the following works as pertinent to the history of 

philosophy: Confessions (400), De doctrina christiana (397-426), De trinitate (400-

416), De civitate dei (413-426), Retractationes (427).  

B. Philosophy and the Arts 

One way of approaching Augustine's views on the nature of philosophy is to examine 

his teaching on the arts which are propaideutic to philosophy. This approach has 

chronological justification, since at Cassiciacum Augustine and his companions 

occupied themselves with the liberal arts. As he says in the Retractationes (I, 6): "At 

the same time, when I was preparing for baptism at Milan, I tried to write books on 



the arts (disciplinae) by interrogating those who were with me and who had no 

distaste for such pursuits, since they wished to arrive at the incorporeal through the 

corporeal by means of determinate stages. But of these I was able to finish only a 

work on grammar, which afterwards disappeared from my bookcase, six volumes on 

music, getting to that part called rhythm. But those six books were written after my 

baptism and return to Africa; I had only begun them at Milan. Of the other five arts 

begun there in much the same way, namely on dialectic, on rhetoric, on geometry, on 

arithmetic, on philosophy, only the beginnings remained, which indeed we have lost 

but I think others have them." With one notable exception, what Augustine has given 

here as the arts or disciplines are what came to be called the liberal arts. Before 

examining the role these arts play in the doctrine of Augustine, it will be wise to recall 

the remote and proximate background of the notions involved.  

The remote background is to be found in Plato and Aristotle. Both men stress the need 

for an orderly approach to the inner sanctum of philosophy. It seems to be only in 

Roman times that these arts begin to approach the limited number and codification 

which became so familiar in the scholastic period.{1} Varro (B.C. 116-27), a 

contemporary of Cicero, was the author of the lost work Libri novum disciplinarum, 

in which, together with the latter seven liberal arts, were listed medicine and 

architecture. Seneca (B.C. 8 - A.D. 65), in his Epistle to Lucilius (Epist. Moral, Lib. 

XIII, Ep. 3, 3-15) mentions five arts: grammar, music, geometry, arithmetic, and 

astronomy -- in that order. Quintilian (A.D. 35-96), a highly influential author in the 

Gaul of imperial times, his Institutes of Oratory forming the programme of studies in 

the provincial schools (cf. M. Roger, L'enseignement des lettres classiques d'Ausone a 

Alcuin, pp. 7-18), mentions many of the liberal arts but does not seem to have settled 

on seven as their number. The work which seems to have fixed the number of the 

liberal arts is that of Martianus Capella entitled De nuptiis philologiae et mercurii; 

this is thought to have been written in Carthage between 410 and 439 A.D., which 

would put its composition in the very lifetime of Augustine. It is assumed that 

Capella's work is inspired by the lost work of Varro, although Capella explicitly 

excludes architecture and medicine from the list of liberal arts.{2} Capella comes up 

with exactly seven liberal arts which are ordered thus: grammar, rhetoric, dialectic, 

geometry, arithmetic, astronomy, and music. These arts, we are told,{3} formed the 

basis of the curriculum in the imperial rhetorical schools -- such as that at Milan 

where Augustine taught.  

The passage from the Retractationes already quoted expresses Augustine's intention, 

as he prepared for baptism at Cassiciacum, to write on each of the liberal arts, 

presumably in dialogue form. The passage certainly assumes that there are seven such 

arts, but it is noteworthy that "philosophy" takes the place usually occupied by 

astronomy. It has been plausibly suggested that this is a quite conscious substitution 

by Augustine prompted by his abhorrence of what we would nowadays call astrology. 

We can surmise that Augustine's whole career prior to his conversion would have put 

him into daily contact with the various arts. Indeed, we read in the Confessions 

(IV,xvi,30) that in his youth Augustine had read "all the books of the so-called liberal 

arts."  

Following the lead of Marrou (S. Augustin et la fin de la culture antique, pp. 187-

193), we can find a fairly uniform doctrine on the arts in various statements of 

Augustine. In the second book of the De ordine, St. Augustine describes reason as 
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discovering progressively grammar (nn.36-37), dialectic (n.38), rhetoric (n.39), music 

(n.40-41), and geometry (n.42). Earlier in the same work mention is made of 

arithmetic and astronomy as well as of the relation of the arts to philosophy. "Now in 

music, in geometry, in the movements of the stars, in the fixed ratios of numbers, 

order reigns in such manner that if one desires to see its source and its very shrine, so 

to speak, he either finds it in these, or he is unerringly led to it through them. Indeed 

such learning, if one uses it with moderation -- and in this matter, nothing is to be 

feared more than excess -- rears for philosophy a soldier or even a captain so 

competent that he sallies forth wherever he wishes and leads many others as well, and 

reaches that ultimate goal, beyond which he desired nothing else (n.14, trans. R.P. 

Russell, O.S.A.) The acquisition of these arts is difficult, Augustine admits, but 

without them it is impossible to go on to philosophy. These arts comprise a twofold 

science, the science of reasoning and that of numbers; armed with this knowledge, 

one can turn to philosophy, "to which a twofold inquiry belongs, one having to do 

with the soul, the other with God." (n.47) These are the two great concerns of 

philosophy, to know ourselves and our origin, and the study of the liberal arts paves 

the way for the fruitful asking of those questions.  

In the De quantitate animae Augustine is speaking of the seven degrees of the soul's 

perfection, and this prompts him to mention the liberal arts. The soul, in the first 

degree, vivifies the body; in the second, it makes use of the senses; thirdly, the degree 

proper to man, the soul is possessed of arts and sciences; then, by purgation, purity, 

and conversion to God, the soul finally comes into possession of the Supreme Good. 

It is the third degree that interests us now. "Rise now to the third plane of the soul's 

power and think of memory, which is proper now to man, not in the way of a habit of 

things usual, but by way of reverting to notes and signs of innumerable things 

treasured and retained: -- so many arts of skilled workers, the tilling of the soil, the 

building of cities, the manifold marvels of varied constructions and their achievement: 

the invention of so many signs in letters, in words, in gesture, in the sound of such 

things, in paintings and things moulded (or carved) . -- Note the languages of so many 

peoples, the manifold teachings, some new, some renewed. -- Note the great number 

of books and such like documents for the safeguarding of memory, and all this 

provision for posterity. -- Note the order of duties and powers and honors and 

dignities, in family life, in the state, in peace and in war; in the administration of 

things profane and things sacred. -- Note the power of reasoning and of thinking out 

reasons. -- Note the flowing streams of eloquence, the varieties of poetry; the 

thousands of means of imitation for purposes of play and of jest, the art of music, 

accuracy of measurements, the science of numbers, the conjecturing of things of the 

past and the future from the present. Great are these things and distinctively human. 

But yet this abounding property common to (rational) souls is shared in degrees by the 

learned and the unlearned, by the good and the bad." (Trans. F.E. Tourscher, O.S.A.) 

Augustine indicates at the close of this lengthy enumeration that he is not confining 

himself to the arts possessed by the learned; thus we find mechanical and fine arts 

side by side on his list. Also listed are grammar, reasoning (dialectic), eloquence 

(rhetoric), arithmetic, music, geometry, and astrology. So too in the Confessions 

Augustine mentions the liberal arts. "Whatever was written either on rhetoric, or 

logic, geometry, music, and arithmetic, by myself without much difficulty or any 

instructor, I understood . . . ." (IV,16) We find Augustine reflecting what appears to 

have been the common attitude of his time with respect to the liberal arts; of course, 

his enumerations of the arts have importance for medieval thought since his authority 



dictates that an interest be shown in the arts he mentions. More important for our 

present purpose is the attitude Augustine takes toward the liberal arts as conducive, 

not simply to the wisdom of the philosophers, but to Christian wisdom iself.  

C. Philosophy and Beatitude 

In his De civitate dei (XIX,1) Augustine writes, "Quandoquidem nulla est homini 

causa philosophandi nisi ut beatus sit." It is man's desire for happiness which explains 

his philosophizing. Thus, even while arguing for the role played by the liberal arts, 

Augustine does so by showing that they prepare the mind for the two great questions 

of philosophy which have to do with the nature of God and the nature of the soul. The 

ability to answer these questions gives one knowledge of the self, knowledge of 

whence he has come and whither he is going. The importance of these two questions, 

the fact that they sum up man's desire for truth, is clear in the following famous 

passage from the Soliloquies (I,ii,7) where Augustine and Reason are conversing. "A. 

My prayer is finished. R. What then do you wish to know? A. All those things I have 

prayed to know. R. Sum them up briefly. A. I want to know God and the soul. R. 

Nothing more? A. Absolutely nothing." Concern with God and the soul is what sets 

philosophy off from the liberal disciplines or arts; unlike them, apparently, philosophy 

is concerned with the intelligible order. It is because Plato stressed the existence of 

the intelligible order and its distinction from the sensible order that he was able to 

devise the perfect philosophy.  

It was the failure to achieve this intelligible order which led to the skepticism of later 

Academic philosophy. Just as Augustine himself had been rescued from skepticism by 

the reading of Plato and Plotinus, so he felt each man must overcome the temptation 

to skepticism. Indeed, he sees the achievement of Plato precisely against this 

background:  

Plato, the wisest and most learned man of his time, spoke in such a manner that 

whatever he said took on importance and he spoke of such things that, no matter how 

they were treated, they could not become trivial. This Plato, after the death of his 

beloved master Socrates, learned, we are told, much more from the Pythagoreans. 

Pythagoras, dissatisfied with Greek philosophy, at the time either quiescent or too 

obscure, was persuaded by the arguments of Pherecydes, a Syrian, to believe in the 

immortality of the soul. Plato listened, moreover, to a great many wise men in the 

course of extensive travels. He thus added to what he already possessed of socratic 

charm and subtlety in moral matters, the knowledge of things human and divine 

diligently learned from the men just mentioned. He crowned these elements with a 

discipline capable of organizing and judging them, namely, dialectic, which is, he 

thought, wisdpm itself, or at least that without which wisdom is impossible, and he 

composed thereby the perfect philosophy. Leaving that aside for now, it is sufficient 

for my present purpose that Plato thought there were two worlds, one intelligible, 

another manifest to us by sight and touch. The former is the principle of pure and 

serene truth in the soul which knows itself, whereas the latter can engender opinion in 

the minds of the foolish but not science.{4}  

One's ability to grasp the existence of the intelligible world was dependent on one's 

moral condition; a person given over to sensuality would not be able to come to 
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knowledge of intelligible truth. Skepticism and moral turpitude are rather closely 

linked.  

Augustine's praise of Plato's achievement as the perfect philosophy would seem to 

indicate that he sees no difficulty in relating faith and reason. Philosophy, Augustine 

has said, is concerned with God and soul. Let us look at Augustine's appraisal of some 

philosophical statements about God. In the De civitate dei (VI,5) he accepts from 

Varro a threefold division of theologies. There is a mythical theology fabricated by 

the poets suitable for the theater; there is a natural theology taught by the 

philosophers; there is a civil theology which is for the people as citizens. Augustine 

has difficulty seeing the difference between mythical and civil theologies (VI,6) and 

goes into a lengthy criticism of the pagan deities. It is not until the eighth book that he 

returns to the question of natural theology. He notes that "philosophy" means love of 

wisdom. "But if God is wisdom, through whom all things are made, as the divine 

authority and truth have shown, the true philosopher is one who loves God. But since 

the reality of which this is the name is not to be found in all those who glory in the 

name (for surely not anyone who is called a philosopher is a lover of true wisdom), 

we should select from all those whose opinions and writings can be known by us 

those who have treated this question not unworthily." (VIII,1)  

If we look to what philosophers have had to say on the matter of God, we find some 

who surpass Varro's notion of natural theology. He had defined natural theology as 

concern with the world and its soul; some philosophers, however, speak of a God 

above nature, cause not only of the sensible world but of souls as well, even of human 

souls which are beatified by participation in the divine light. "There is no one who has 

even a slender knowledge of these things who does not know of the Platonic 

philosophers who derive their name from Plato. Concerning this Plato, then, I will 

briefly state such things as I deem necessary to the present question, mentioning 

beforehand those who preceded him in time in this kind of writing." (VIII,1) 

Augustine praises the Platonists for recognizing that God is incorporeal, immutable, 

surpassing every soul, cause of all else, life, understanding, and beatitude. (VIII,6)  

If God is beatitude and men philosophize only that they might become happy, is it 

possible that men can attain happiness by means of philosophy? But Christians have 

been warned about philosophy (Cf. VIII,10). St. Paul has said that we must be wary 

lest we be led astray by philosophy: "Take care not to let anyone cheat you with his 

philosophizings, with empty phantasies drawn from human tradition, from worldly 

principles." (Col. 2:8) We need not think that every philosopher falls under the 

censure of St. Paul, for the Apostle has also written: "The knowledge of God is clear 

to their minds; God himself has made it clear to them; from the foundations of the 

world men have caught sight of his invisible nature, his eternal power and his 

divineness, as they are known through his creatures." (Romans 1:19-20) The same 

Paul, speaking to the Athenians those difficult words "in whom we live and move and 

have our being," added "as some of your own have said." (Acts 17:28) Philosophers 

are to be feared only in their errors. It is a sad fact that even when they have come to 

know the existence of God, philosophers have not adored and thanked him as they 

ought; thus, their wisdom has been turned to folly. (Romans 1:21-23) Nevertheless, 

there is no reason to be suspicious of philosophers who teach truth and thereby agree 

with us. This is why Augustine singles out the Platonists for praise: "This, therefore, 

is the cause why we prefer these to all the others, because, whilst other philosophers 



have worn out their minds and powers in seeking the causes of things, and 

endeavoring to discover the right mode of learning and living, these, by knowing God, 

have found where resides the cause by which the universe has been constituted, and 

the light by which truth is to be discovered, and the fountain at which felicity is to be 

drunk." (De civ. dei, VIII,1O)  

Augustine's defense of philosophy is not reluctant; the role that Platonism, or, more 

accurately, Neoplatonism, played in his own conversion led him to effuse and, as he 

later remarked, exaggerated praise of Plato and his followers. "Many centuries and 

much discussion were required in order that a perfectly true philosophy be achieved, 

but I believe it has been done. For this is not a philosophy of the world, which our 

mysteries properly condemn, but of another and intelligible world to which the 

subtlety of reason could never have led souls blinded by the manifold darknesses of 

error and weighted down by bodily sordidness, if the most high God, animated by 

mercy for his people, had not bent down and subjected the authority of the divine 

reason to a human body, so that souls, stirred up not only by his precepts but also by 

his deeds, might without the disputes of the schools turn within to themselves and find 

the kingdom." (Contra academicos, III,xix,42) This easy transition on Augustine's 

part from the efforts of the pagan philosophers to the Incarnation and Christian 

revelation has caused interpreters to multiply opinions as to Augustine's own position 

at Cassiciacum (was he converted to Christianity or to Neoplatonism?) and as to his 

doctrine on the relation between faith and reason.  

D. Criticism of Platonism 

While it is possible, particularly in his early writings, to find praise of Plato and 

Platonism flowing from the pen of Augustine, from the outset there are also criticisms 

of Plato. At the end of his career, surveying his various works and commenting on 

them in the Retractationes, the aging bishop regrets the unqualified character of his 

earlier praise. He expressed regret that he had spoken of learning as remembering and 

the soul's ascent after death as a returning, since this seems to involve acceptance of 

the Platonic view that the soul antedates its imprisonment in the body and that death is 

the soul's return to its natural habitat. Significantly too, he regrets the emphasis he had 

put on the liberal arts as propaideutic to philosophy, since the simple faithful are 

capable of attaining wisdom without them.  

Augustine believes that the Platonists were aware of the difference between God the 

Father and the Word; in the Confessions (VII,ix, 13-14) he comments that he found in 

Neoplatonic texts the equivalent of the prologue to the Gospel of John in which we 

read, "In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was 

God." He found nothing in these texts, however, concerning the Word become flesh. 

As he brings these philosophic gropings toward revealed truth into perspective we 

sense that he thought that Neoplatonism paved the way for acceptance of revelation: it 

achieves knowledge of a realm above the sensible. While Augustine seems at times to 

suggest that the metaphysical success of pagan philosophy almost attains the 

supernatural order, this is not Augustine's true opinion. Although he once interpreted 

the remark "My kingdom is not of this world" as a reference to the world of Ideas, he 

later thought better of it. (Cf. Portalie, p.98.) He feels that the Platonists, though they 

knew the Father and Son, were ignorant of the Holy Spirit and thus of the doctrine of 

the Trinity. (De civ. dei, X,23) Portalie in his excellent guide to Augustine provides us 



with a list of items from Neoplatonism which were either accepted or rejected by 

Augustine. There are besides, as we have already indicated, a number of alterations in 

viewpoint on Augustine's part. Perhaps it is enough to indicate that Augustine, even 

while he was virtually overwhelmed by the reading of Plotinus, not only for the 

beauty he found in the style and thought but also for the crucial role this reading 

played in lifting him out of a stultifying skepticism and restoring the passion for truth 

earlier instilled by the Hortensius of Cicero, was nevertheless a critical reader. 

Portalie has put the matter succinctly: "The Confessions describe the enthusiasm 

enkindled in him by Platonic writings; this enthusiasm, a source of magnificent and 

repeated eulogies, was to die a slow death in the heart of Augustine." (p.95)  

The same author has pointed out that Augustine borrowed the Neoplatonic conception 

of philosophy and never seriously questioned it. This can be seen quite clearly in the 

connection Augustine makes between moral rectitude and a grasp of the truth. The 

goal of philosophy, as we saw above, is happiness; not a dispassionate correctness of 

judgment, but the fulfillment of all our deepest aspirations, those of will as well as 

intellect. Thus, the beauty of order "will be seen by him who lives well, prays well, 

studies well." (De ordine, II,xix,51) One who wants to see the truth must take pains 

lest the eye of his soul be clouded by sensual attachments, by vanity and pride; with 

these beams removed, one may come to contemplate the truth and experience that 

gaudium de veritate which is the end and purpose of human life. Now the truth in 

which he must rejoice is none other than God. "The happy life consists in rejoicing in 

the truth, that is, rejoicing in you who are the truth, my God, my light, my salvation. 

All want this happy life, this life which alone is happy each one wants, everyone 

wants to rejoice in the truth." (Conf., X,xxiii,33)  

To love truth is to love God; is philosophy then religion, is there a transition from 

philosophy to faith? At the end of the De beata vita to be wise and to be happy are 

identified, and true wisdom is identified with the Son of God, who is truth as well. In 

the De ordine (II,v,16) we find the following comparison of philosophy and faith. 

"There is a twofold path we can follow when the obscurity of things bothers us; 

reason or, in any case, authority. Philosophy promises us reason but it frees scarcely a 

few; nonetheless it leads them not only not to contemn the Christian mysteries hut to 

understand them as they ought to be understood. No other task falls to true 

philosophy, to authentic philosophy, if I may so put it, than to teach that there is a 

supreme principle of all things, itself without a principle, and how great an 

intelligence dwells therein and that all flows from it, without any diminution, for our 

salvation. This principle is the one God, omnipotent and tripotent, Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit, of which the venerable mysteries teach, the sincere and unwavering 

profession of which frees people, without confusion (as some assert) or humiliation 

(as many claim) In this passage Augustine sees philosophy as a fitting preparation for 

Christian faith, disposing the mind for it and equipping it to deal with mysteries as 

they deserve. Thus, in the Contra academicos (III,xx,43) he writes that truth can be 

approached by way of reason or authority. "Now in the matter of authority I have 

chosen Christ for my leader, from whose direction I will never deviate. As regards the 

matters which are to be investigated by close reasoning, I am such that I impatiently 

desire to grasp the truth not only through faith but also through understanding, and I 

am confident that there will be found in the Platonists nothing repugnant to our faith."  



Despite fluctuating attitudes toward Platonism and some of its doctrines, Augustine 

teaches with increasing clarity a distinction between what is believed and what is 

understood: not everything that is believed by the Christian has been or could be 

known by the non-Christian philosopher, and one who believes may nevertheless 

concern himself with the arguments of philosophers as at least dispositional toward a 

more lively faith. Both philosophy and faith aim at the same goal, beatitude; if the 

latter is more efficacious, it is because it can direct man toward an incarnate wisdom 

unknown to philosophy. The two questions of philosophy remain the great questions 

of faith, however, and we want to turn now to what Augustine had to say of God and 

man, for this provides at least an outline of what can be called the philosophy of St. 

Augustine.  

E. What Is Man? 

When Augustine says that philosophy has two concerns, the soul and God, he does 

not mean that these are distinct and separable problems; indeed, we will find it quite 

impossible to concentrate on Augustine's doctrine of man to the exclusion of what he 

has to say about God, and vice versa. It is convenient to begin our discussion of what 

he had to say about man by examining what he had to say about the distinctive 

character of Platonic philosophy, the Ideas or Forms. In the forty-sixth of the 83 

Diverse Questions St. Augustine discusses the Ideas in a way which was to be 

decisive for scholastic philosophy. The question turns on four points: the word "Idea," 

its definition, the location of the Ideas, how we can know the Ideas.  

1. Augustine and Plato's Ideas. Augustine says that although Plato was the first to use 

the term "Idea" in the sense that now interests him, the Ideas existed before Plato and 

were known by men. It is inconceivable that philosophers did not know them since 

"unless these be known no one can be wise." The journey of Plato which took him to 

Southern Italy and Sicily and to the Pythagorean communities in those places makes it 

at least probable, Augustine feels, that these philosophers knew of the Ideas, though 

they might have had another name for them. If we are interested only in 

transliteration, the Latin terms "species" and "forma" are equivalents of the Greek 

"idea." To call them "rationes" (reasons, notions) is to give the Latin term for the 

Greek "logoi," but, for all that, "ratio" expresses what is often meant by "idea." This 

is clear from the definition of Ideas: "The Ideas are the chief forms or the stable and 

unchangeable notions of things which have not themselves been formed and thus are 

eternal and unalterable; they are contained in the divine intelligence."{6} We notice 

immediately some characteristics of the Platonic Ideas: they have not come to be and 

will not cease to be and consequently are necessary, incapable of being other than 

they are. However, the remark that the Ideas are in the divine intelligence goes 

beyond Plato. It makes little difference whether or not Augustine was the first to 

identify the Platonic Ideas and God's creative knowledge.{7} We are told that this 

identification was first made by Philo Judaeus (Opif. mundi 94) and was a 

commonplace among the Christian Alexandrines (see, for example, Clement, Strom., 

VII,2). Nevertheless, it is an identification of great importance, and it was largely 

thanks to Augustine that it became a commonplace in the Middle Ages; clearly, when 

by Ideas a writer means God's creative knowledge, it becomes almost equivocal to 

characterize his remarks as Platonist.  
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How can the Ideas be known by us? They are knowable only by the rational soul 

because of its inner or intelligible eye. (Cf. Soliloq., I,i,3.) The rational soul is not by 

its nature alone equipped to know the Ideas, however; it must be prepared for this 

vision by holiness and purity whereby its inner eye is made healthy, clear, serene. 

Before saying more on the fitness of the rational soul to see the Ideas, St. Augustine 

points out why the man of religion, even when he himself does not have the vision of 

the Ideas; cannot deny their necessity. He above all will know that God has created 

and gives being to all things. Thus he must admit that God had a notion of what he 

created and that the ratio of man is not that of horse. These different notions are 

precisely the Ideas of creatures, and they can exist only in the divine mind. Since 

whatever is contained in the divine mind is eternal and unchangeable, the Ideas must 

be so. Such precisely are the Platonic Ideas, St. Augustine concludes, and it is by 

participation in such Ideas that all other things exist.  

Of all created things the rational soul, at least when it is pure, is closest to God. To the 

degree that the soul is united to God by charity it can contemplate the Ideas, and in 

this contemplation consists that beatitude which all men seek. When it possesses 

charity, the rational soul is illumined by an intelligible light which renders the vision 

of the Ideas possible. We are all free to select our own name for them, be it "Ideas," 

"Forms," "Species," or "Rationes." Few indeed are able to grasp them as they are.  

Needless to say, this doctrine of St. Augustine is a very difficult one to interpret. He 

seems to be speaking of a terrestrial vision, a knowledge of the Ideas which man can 

attain in via. By linking this knowledge of the Ideas essentially to the theological 

virtue of charity and by speaking of illumination, Augustine seemingly prevents us 

from viewing his remarks as a philosophical doctrine. The Augustinian doctrine of 

illumination is as vexing a problem for historical interpreters as it is influential among 

philosophers and theologians. When Augustine speaks of illumination, he is not 

necessarily concerned with explaining some privileged kind of knowledge; rather, his 

concern is to defend the validity of knowledge as such. This is made quite clear in the 

De magistro.  

How do we come to know what we did not know before? We can answer quite easily, 

it would seem; we come to know things by means of experience. Experience seems to 

connote sensation, and it is just that which would make Augustine hesitate. The 

knowledge he is interested in defending is unchanging knowledge, and the examples 

which come immediately to mind are mathematical. If we have certain knowledge of 

numbers, can we attribute this to experience, to the influence of sensible things? "In 

no wise; for even if I perceived numbers by the bodily senses, I was not able by these 

same senses to perceive the laws of the division and addition of numbers. For it is by 

the light of the mind [luce mentis] that I correct anyone who gives me the wrong 

result of adding or subtracting. Moreover, I know nothing of how long sensibly 

perceived things like the heaven, this earth, and the other bodies therein will endure, 

but seven and three are ten, not only now but always, nor was it ever true in the past 

that seven and three were not ten nor will seven and three sometime in the future not 

be ten. Such then is the incorruptible truth of number which, as I have said, is 

common to me and anyone else who reason." (De lib. arb., II, viii, 21) What 

distinguishes intellect from sense is that intellect grasps truth and the senses do not; if 

there are truths about numbers, and there are, they are not grasped by the senses. 

Knowledge of numbers is not drawn from sense perception, something easily seen 



when we consider that every number involves the one. A true notion of unity cannot 

be formed from perceptions of corporeal things.  

These remarks may seem to owe their tone to the peculiar character of mathematical 

entities, yet Augustine speaks in much the same way of our knowledge of other 

things: "If therefore it is certain that we wish to be happy, it is also certain that we 

desire wisdom, for no one is happy without the highest good which is known and 

possessed in that truth we call wisdom. Thus, just as before we are happy, the notion 

of happiness is impressed on our minds (thanks to which we firmly and without 

hesitation know and say that we desire to be happy), so too before we are wise, we 

have impressed on our minds the notion of wisdom thanks to which each of us, asked 

if he wants to be wise, replies without a shadow of a doubt that he does." (Ibid., 

II,ix,26). The suggestion here that if we did not already know what wisdom is we 

could not seek it, is reminiscent of the Platonic doctrine of anamnesis which had 

particular application to knowledge of mathematicals and moral ideals. Learning was 

equated with recalling for Plato; if one already knew what he is said to learn, the 

problem of the genesis of knowledge is conveniently postponed; he can say that  the 

soul came to the body with knowledge impressed upon it and has forgotten what it 

knew because of the drag and weight of the body.  

In the De quantitate animae (XX,34) Augustine underlines a disagreement with 

Evodius: "You raise there a great problem, so great indeed that I know of none 

greater. With respect to it our opinions are quite opposed, for it seems to you that the 

soul brings no knowledge with it, to me that it brings with it every art. Nor is that 

which is called learning anything other than recalling and remembering." The same 

position is maintained more elaborately in the Soliloquies (II,xix,35). Despite the 

obvious reliance on Plato, Augustine does not accept from reminiscence the transition 

to the assertion that the soul existed before its union with the body, a transition made, 

we remember, in the Phaedo. In the Retractationes, it should be stressed, Augustine 

came to regret his youthful choice of words. He wishes that he had not spoken of the 

soul's "returning" to heaven because there are those "who think that human souls have 

fallen or been ejected from heaven and been placed in bodies as punishment for their 

sins." (I,i,3){8}  

Augustine's reflections in the Retractationes on the Soliloquies and De quantitate 

animae bring the doctrine of illumination to the fore. Augustine is unhappy that he 

had suggested that students of the liberal arts were simply recalling knowledge which 

had fallen into oblivion. "I disapprove of that statement. Is it not more credible that 

those who are ignorant of certain disciplines and yet reply correctly when well 

interrogated do so because there is present in them, to the degree that they lay hold of 

it, the light of eternal reason [lumen rationis aeternae] in which they see immutable 

truths?" (I,iv,4) The remark that what is called learning is nothing but recalling and 

remembering "should not be understood as an approbation of the opinion that the soul 

at some time lived either here below in another body or elsewhere in a body or outside 

of a body, such that it would have learned in another life the answers to questions it 

has not studied here below." (I,viii,2) The idea of a light within the human soul 

replaces the idea of remembered knowledge. In the De trinitate (XII,xv,24) Augustine 

compares the mind with the eye and notes that just as the eye grasps things because a 

light is proportioned to it and its objects, the mind grasps incorporeal things with 

which it has affinity in a light of the same order as itself and its objects. We would not 
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say that the eye, because it can distinguish black from white without being taught, 

must have known colors before receiving life in a body; no more should we say that 

the soul's grasp of truths previously unknown argues that it existed prior to its creation 

with the body. In each case it is the appropriate light which enables eye or mind to 

attain its objects.  

2. Augustine on the Teacher. In the De magistro, a dialogue between Augustine and 

his son Adeodatus, there is a fairly extensive discussion of illumination. The dialogue 

begins with the fairly innocent question "What are we trying to do when we speak?" 

The answer, that we are trying to teach or be taught, leads to a discussion of what is 

happening when we learn something. Augustine prefixes this discussion of the 

learning process with a long section on words as signs. Although sensible things are 

incapable of bringing about thought, we make use of words, which are sensible things, 

presumably to express our thoughts. What effect do words have on the one hearing or 

seeing them? We might expect Augustine to brush aside the difficulty posed by 

language as quickly as possible; his actual procedure is quite the opposite, revealing, 

we may suppose, his former professional interests as a master of rhetoric. The greater 

part of the dialogue is concerned with words as signs and then with various other 

kinds of signs.  

The De magistro contains fourteen chapters and can be conveniently divided into two 

parts at n. 33 of chapter ten; at that point the dialogue form is dropped and the 

apparent implications of the preceding discussion are dismissed. The dialogue begins 

by asking for the purpose of speech. We speak to teach, it is decided, for even when 

we ask questions we are teaching what we want to know. This teaching takes place by 

reminding. In speaking "we do nothing but remind, since memory in which words 

inhere causes by revolving them to come to mind the things of which the words are 

signs." (1,2) A sign is that which signifies something, and words are signs. What then 

of "nothing"? Augustine suggests (11,3) that this word signifies an affection of the 

mind, a point to which they can return. First, he draws his son's attention to the fact 

that when he asks him what one word ("de") means he answers with another word 

("ex"), that is, a sign is explained by appeal to another sign. Is it possible to convey 

something without the use of a sign? Well, one can point, use gestures; in fact by 

means of pantomime one can dispense with words entirely. This does not dispense 

with signs, however, for gestures too are signs. Yet if someone should ask me what 

walking is, I could rise and show him the thing itself rather than a sign of it. 

Augustine allows this possibility, as long as we are not asked what walking is while 

we are walking, for then if we would speed up, the velocity and not the activity might 

be understood. Talking does not seem to be demonstrable in this way; nevertheless, 

persistence can make clear that it is the activity of speaking itself which we are trying 

to exhibit. At the beginning of chapter four Augustine divides things which can be 

shown without signs from signs which can be shown through other signs. The second 

class is discussed first.  

Signs can be shown by means of signs. Words are signs either of other signs or of 

things. "Stone" is an example of the latter, "gesture" and "letter" of the former. 

Romulus is signified by "Romulus," "Romulus" by "noun," and "noun" by "word." 

Things which are not signs can be called signifiables. Some signs signify themselves 

as well as other signs, for example, "word" signifies itself and other things, as does 

"noun." Although "word" signifies noun and vice versa, there is a restriction on their 



reciprocity, since every noun is a word but not every word is a noun. Each signifies 

itself as well as other things and each is an instance of the other, but they do not 

appear to have the same extension. There is, however, a way of understanding "noun" 

and "verb" which gives them the same extension. If "noun" (nomen) is thought of as 

imposed from knowing (noscendo) and "word" (verbum) from reverberation 

(verberando), then any vocal sound is a word insofar as it is audible and a noun 

insofar as it makes something known. The dialogue has now to discover signs which 

are fully reciprocal, that is, signs which signify one another, which signify themselves 

as well as other parts of speech, and which differ only in sound. This has not yet been 

achieved with "noun" and "word" since they are imposed from different things, as we 

have seen. Perfect reciprocity of signification is thought to be achieved with "noun" 

and "vocable."  

This summary conveys most inadequately the lively development of the dialogue, 

which contains, as every effective dialogue must, an artful balance of play and 

earnestness.{9} Chapter eight extracts the earnest by warning in effect that since signs 

sometimes signify other signs and sometimes things, what are to be called 

signifiables, it is important to be aware of this and in disputations honor only 

questions which bear on things. The reason for this is that signs are for signifiables, 

and that which is for something else should not be preferred to its end. But is this 

always true? Is it not better to know "filth" than filth? This objection enables 

Augustine to be more explicit about the triadic character of signification: there is the 

thing, the sign, and cognition, and the last consequently is the end or purpose of the 

sign and is always to be preferred to it.  

Thus in the middle of chapter ten Augustine can say that they have settled a number 

of things: they have seen that some things can be shown without signs, they have 

asked whether some signs should be preferred to the things they signify, and they 

have concluded that cognition of things is always superior to signs. Indeed, the 

meager reward of their effort can be summarized as follows. "It is established 

therefore that nothing can be taught without signs and that the knowledge itself ought 

to be dearer to us than the signs by which we know, although not everything that can 

be signified is better than its sign." (X,31) At this point a major shift in the direction 

of the dialogue occurs. Augustine asks whether what they think they have established 

is beyond doubt. First of all, he attacks the contention that nothing can be taught 

without signs. The activities which had earlier been thought to manifest themselves 

when one asks for the meaning of a word have been argued to be signs of that 

meaning. Nevertheless, we do learn from observation. If I watch a man fish or hunt, 

observe his equipment, his movements, and so forth, I can come to knowledge of the 

arts involved. Some things then, indeed a veritable infinity of things, can be learned 

without signs. Now the fundamental question is posed: Can anything in fact be 

learned by means of signs? "If we should consider the matter more diligently, perhaps 

you will discover nothing which is learned through its sign." ( X,33) Augusfine will 

attempt to show this.  

His point can be reduced to this. If I do not already know what the sign signifies, I 

cannot be apprised of that thing by the sign alone; but if an understanding of the sign 

presupposes knowledge of the signifiable, the signifiable cannot be conveyed by the 

sign. Words do not exhibit things; they can only remind, direct us to things. We learn, 

not from the signs, but from the truth within. "Concerning all things that we 
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understand, we do not consult the one speaking without but the truth presiding within 

the mind itself, admonished perhaps by the words to do so. He who is consulted 

teaches: Christ it is who is said to dwell in the interior man, that is, the changeless 

power of God and the sempiternal wisdom, whom indeed every rational soul consults 

and he reveals himself to each according to his capacity due to his good will or bad. 

(XI,38) Thus, he vindicates the verse: Magister vester unus est Christus.  

When speech is concerned with present sensible things, we learn from these things, 

not from the words; if speech is concerned with absent sensible things, we learn by 

consulting our memory for images of them. Finally, when speech is concerned with 

things perceived by the mind itself, these things are seen, if at all, in the interior light 

of truth by which the interior man is illumined. In no case, then, do the words 

themselves teach. If someone learns from me, he does so, not from the words I speak, 

but from the things which the words recall. Questions and discussion can he useful to 

direct the mind to things, and from the inner light it can learn. By learning within, the 

listener becomes a judge of the spoken word. Finally, Augustine observes that words 

are not always signs of what is in the speaker's mind; indeed, even when they are, the 

purpose of teaching is to exhibit, not what the teacher thinks, but the way things are. 

That words are an indispensable instrument of teaching Augustine does not wish to 

deny; his purpose has been to show that they are but instruments to remind, that they 

do not exhibit that of which they are signs, and that, consequently, the human teacher 

is not the principal cause of learning.  

Augustine's interpretation of the nature of the Ideas and his doctrine of illumination 

exhibit his dependence on Plato as well as his originality. That his views on the 

guarantee of knowledge and the learning process owe much to Plato is obvious; 

nevertheless, we should stress that his identification of the Ideas with the creative 

ideas of God is an important adjustment of the Platonic doctrine. Moreover, it is 

productive of a number of problems. We may say that the Ideas played a double role 

for Plato, what can be called an ontological and an epistemological role. It is through 

participation in the Ideas that sensible things exist in the deficient way they do exist, 

and the Ideas give a fixed object of knowledge. This latter role led Plato to what may 

have been only a myth of the preexistence of the soul; prior to its incarceration in the 

body the soul was acquainted with things themselves, with the Ideas. The soul's 

incarnation induces forgetfulness, and learning is the recollection of what is already 

known, with sensible things playing a role similar to that assigned to words in the De 

magistro: they neither produce knowledge nor are they the objects of knowledge, but 

they can point the mind to its true object.  

By identifying the Ideas with God's knowledge Augustine forces us to ask if we learn 

by contemplating the divine Ideas. He retains the Platonic vocabulary, speaking of 

learning as recalling. However, as he warns later (Retract., I,viii,2), this "should not 

be understood as an approbation of the opinion that the soul at some time lived either 

here below in another body or elsewhere in a body or outside of a body, such that it 

would have learned in another life the answers to questions it has not studied here 

below." The doctrine of an interior light is intended to replace the appeal to a previous 

existence and a view of learning as remembering what was once known. In the De 

trinitate (XII,xv,24) Augustine compares the mind with the eye and notes that just as 

the eye grasps things because a light is proportioned to it and to its objects, the mind 

grasps incorporeal things with which it has affinity in a light of the same order as 



itself and its object. We would not say that the eye, because it can distinguish black 

from white without being taught, must have known this distinction before being 

created with the body; no more should we say that the soul's grasp of truths previously 

unknown argues that it existed prior to its creation with the body. In each case it is the 

appropriate light which enables eye or mind to attain its objects. The participation in 

the divine light which enables man to come to knowledge of immutable truths is seen 

to be necessary since the mutable things perceived by the senses cannot be the cause 

of immutable truths in the mind. Is the divine illumination a miraculous intervention 

in the natural order? It seems perfectly clear that Augustine invokes the inner light to 

explain the natural activity of the mind. It is something at the disposal, so to speak, of 

Christian and pagan alike. As we shall see later, St. Thomas Aquinas in his own De 

magistro (Q.D. de veritate, q.11) will interpret the light of which Augustine speaks in 

terms of Aristotle's doctrine of the agent intellect, to which Aristotle was led for 

reasons analogous to those of Augustine. It has been objected that this is a misleading 

identification because Aristotle recognizes that our intellectual knowledge depends 

upon an abstraction from sense images, whereas Augustine explicitly denies that what 

is sensibly perceived can cause knowledge of eternal truths. Perhaps this difference is 

not as great as it seems. Although Augustine's light cannot be simply identified with 

what Aristotle and St. Thomas call the agent intellect, Augustine, nevertheless, 

arrived at his doctrine for much the same reason that prompted Aristotle to recognize 

the need for an agent intellect. In response to a difficulty raised a moment ago, it can 

be said with some certainty that Augustine does not wish to attribute our knowledge 

of truth to a knowledge of things in the divine creative Ideas. Augustine denies that 

our mind is capable, in the natural course of things, of seeing God directly. Some men 

have such knowledge due to a rare and mystical privilege. The divine illumination, on 

the other hand, is an abiding and natural phenomenon common to all men. On at least 

one occasion (Contra Faust., XX,7) Augustine explicitly denies the identity of the 

light in which we grasp the truth and the light which is the Divine Word. Speaking of 

the former, he says, "this light is not that light which is God."  

Portalie, who does not think too highly of Augustine's doctrine of illumination (p.ll4), 

summarizes it as follows. "In our opinion, Augustine's doctrine is the theory of divine 

illumination of our understanding, so much in favor in the Middle Ages which 

borrowed it from him. It can be formulated this way: Our soul cannot attain to 

intellectual truth without a mysterious influence of God which does not consist in the 

objective manifestation of God to us, but in the effective production of a kind of 

image in our soul of those truths which determine our knowledge. In Scholastic 

language, the role of producing the impressed species which the Aristotelians attribute 

to the agent intellect is assigned to God in this system. He it is, the teacher, who 

speaks to the soul in the sense that He imprints that representation of the eternal truths 

which is the cause of our knowledge. The ideas are not innate as in the angels, but 

successively produced in the soul which knows them in itself." (pp.112-113)  

3. Faith and Understanding. Earlier we touched on Augustine's apparently conflicting 

doctrine on the relationship between faith and understanding, authority and reason. It 

is important for us to grasp Augustine's thought on this matter in order to grasp better 

his teaching on the nature of faith and to see its implications for the possibility of 

philosophical truths apart from revelation.  



Augustine teaches that there is a twofold impetus to learn: authority and reason 

(Contra academicos, III,xx,43). The question then arises as to the relation between 

these: Are they simultaneous or does one precede the other, and, if so, which takes 

precedence? "Likewise with regard to the acquiring of knowledge, we are of necessity 

led in a twofold manner: by authority and reason. In point of time, authority is first; 

but in the order of reality, reason is prior. What takes precedence in operation is one 

thing; what is more highly prized as an object of desire is something else. 

Consequently, although the authority of upright men seems to be the safer guide for 

the uninstructed multitude, yet reason ss better adapted for the educated. And 

furthermore, since no one becomes learned except by ceasing to be unlearned, and 

since no unlearned person knows in what quality he ought to present himself to 

instructors or by what manner of life he may become docile, it happens that for those 

who seek to learn great and hidden truths, authority alone opens the door." (On Order, 

II,9,26; trans. Russell [Chicago, Franciscan Herald Press]) What has been accepted 

and lived on authority can come to be understood. Faith in authority precedes 

understanding, and since it is reasonable that we proceed in this way, we can say that 

reason precedes the faith that precedes understanding. "God forbid that He should 

hate in us that faculty by which He made us superior to all other living beings. 

Therefore, we must refuse so to believe as not to receive or seek a reason for our 

belief, since we could not believe at all if we did not have rational souls. So, then, in 

some points that bear on the doctrine of salvation, which we are not yet able to grasp 

by reason -- but we shall be able to sometime -- let faith precede reason, and let the 

heart be cleansed by faith so as to receive and bear the great light of reason; this is 

indeed reasonable. Therefore the Prophet said with reason: 'If you will not believe, 

you will not understand' [Isa. 7:9]; thereby he undoubtedly made a distinction 

between these two things and advised us to believe first so as to be able to understand 

whatever we believe. It is, then, a reasonable requirement that faith precede reason, 

for, if this requirement is not reasonable, then it is contrary to reason, which God 

forbid. But, if it is reasonable that faith precede a certain great reason which cannot 

yet be grasped, there is no doubt that, however slight the reason which proves this, it 

does precede faith." (Letter 120; The Fathers of the Church: Saint Augustine, Volume 

10, Letters 83-130; trans. Sr. Wilfrid Parsons, S.N.D. [N.Y., 1953], p.3O2) Prior to 

belief, reasons for credibility must be given, and these reasons bear, not on the content 

of the statements in question, but on the authority of the one uttering them. It will be 

noticed that the process Augustine outlines is applicable not only to revealed truth but 

also to philosophy. Thus, he will distinguish between human and divine authority; 

human authority, however, is often deceiving. Despite this parallel, Augustine's 

interest is the faith which bears on what God has revealed to us. Faith is cum 

assensione cogitare (On the Predestination of the Saints, 2,5), to think with assent, 

and although we know what we see and may believe what we do not see, the reward 

of faith is to see what we believe. (Sermon 43,1)  

These few words indicate that Augustine's position on the relations between faith and 

understanding, while subtle and nuanced, has an obvious meaning and truth. The 

reasonableness of the assent of faith must be established before that assent is given; 

once given, the mind can go on to examine the believed truths with an eye to 

understanding them. Faith opens the door to greater understanding, even of things 

which in principle can be understood without divine faith.  



It is possible to say that Augustine holds that divine faith is necessary even with 

respect to truths which the philosophers have been able to foreshadow. Thus, we have 

seen that Augustine held that Plato had arrived at striking truths in the absence of all 

supernatural aid. For the most part, however, men need the help of the Christian faith 

to overcome the mental darkness and proclivity to vice consequent upon sin. We have 

seen the stress he puts on the need for rectitude of life if one is to understand: the 

virtuous life removes the impediments to understanding, clears the eye of the soul so 

that it might contemplate truth. The Christian religion enables us to prepare for 

understanding. "Since the blindness of our minds is so great, by reason of the 

gluttonous excess of our sins, and the love of the flesh, that even those monstrous 

ideas [of some pagan philosophers] could make learned men waste their time 

discussing them, will you, Dioscorus, or anyone gifted with an alert mind, doubt that 

there was any better way to seek the welfare of the human race than that Truth Itself 

should have ineffably and miraculously become man and, playing His part on our 

earth by teaching right principles and performing divine actions, should persuade us 

to believe, for our own advantage, what could not yet be understood by human 

wisdom?" (Letter 118; ed. cit., pp.29l-292) In the same letter he indicates that Plato 

and Plotinus had arrived at truth, but since the faith was lacking to them, many of 

their followers fell into error. If we believe by divine faith things which philosophers 

were able to know, it seems to follow that the man of faith can search for cogent 

reasons and come to understanding. This does not mean that whatever is believed can 

he understood in the way in which the philosophers understand, however. Yet the 

possibility of philosophical proofs is not prejudiced by the role Augustine assigns to 

faith. What is most striking in his view, perhaps, is the implication that the Christian 

is in a privileged position with respect to philosophy itself.  

4. Immortality of the Soul. To complete this sketch of Augustine's teaching with 

respect to the first great question of philosophy, What is man?, let us turn to his proof 

of the immortality of the human soul.  

Man is composed of body and soul; neither alone is man. (De moribus eccl., 1,4,6) 

The view that the soul is in the body as a result of previous sins is vigorously 

repudiated. However, if the natural state of the human soul is to be in a body, the soul 

itself is not a body, but spirit. The soul, therefore, is far more perfect than body and is, 

indeed, similar to God himself: vicina est substantiae Dei. (En. in Ps., 145,4) It is the 

mind's ability to grasp truth which enables Augustine to maintain the preeminence of 

soul over body as well as the incorruptibility of the soul itself.  

Augustine's discussion in On the Immortality of the Soul is not always persuasive; 

indeed, often his reasoning is sophistical. Perhaps the very fact that he piles argument 

upon argument indicates that he was far from satisfied with some that he sets forth. If 

we were to extract the common thread from all the arguments there given, it would 

run as follows. The mind is able to contemplate truth, and in this activity it turns away 

from body, for body can contribute nothing to this activity. In its operation the mind is 

capable of grasping truth, of knowing the unchangeable. Consider, for example, our 

knowledge of mathematical truths; of these we do not say that they were or will be but 

rather that they are, immutably, eternally. For the soul to know such immutable truths 

demands an affinity between it and its object. The subject of immutable knowledge 

must itself be immutable. This is not to say that knowledge of the truth is constitutive 

of the immutability of the soul, for the soul does not perish when it makes false 



judgments. The capacity of the soul is exhibited in its actual grasp of truth, its 

substantial affinity with what is immutable and eternal. Given this, the soul cannot 

perish; it must be as lasting as the truth which is its object.  

Although Augustine is unwavering in his view of the destiny of the soul, the same 

cannot be said of his view of its origin. We have already seen that early in his career 

as an author he adopted Platonic modes of speech which suggest that the soul 

antedates its union with the body. While he later repudiated this, he had great 

difficulty in explaining the origin of the souls of the descendents of Adam, since any 

theory had to allow for the transmission of original sin. This is a problem which can 

best be treated when we speak of Augustine's view of creation and his doctrine of the 

rationes seminales.  

F. God 

Man is made for God and, as a rational creature, he is made to know God and to love 

him: "you have made us for yourself and our heart is restless until it rests in you." 

(Conf., 1,1,1) Given man's destiny, Augustine believes that only a few men can deny 

God's existence: "There can be found only a few of such impiety that these words of 

Scripture would be verified of them, 'The fool has said in his heart, there is no God.' 

This madness is restricted to a few." (Sermon 69,2,3) Even before the spread of the 

Christian faith most men knew of God; we can see in this a sign of the divine power. 

God cannot be wholly hidden to the man who uses his reason. Except for a few 

depraved individuals, the world called men to a recognition of God. (On the Gospel of 

John, 106,4) God is closer to us than is the world he made: "He who made us is closer 

to us than the many things which have been made. 'In him we live and move and have 

our being' (Acts 17:28); from which it follows that it costs us more labor to discover 

them than it does to find him by whom they were made (Literal Com. on Genesis, 

V,16,34) This is a hint of the distinctively Augustinian approach to a proof of God's 

existence; however, texts in great number can be cited which speak of the world as 

directing our mind immediately to its maker. The following is typical: "Behold the 

heaven and earth: they cry out that they have been made, for they are changed and 

altered. Whatever has not been made, yet is, contains nothing within itself which 

before was not, which would be to be changed or altered. So they cry out that they 

have not made themselves: Therefore we are because we have been made, nor were 

we before we were that we might have come to be by ourselves. The words of the 

speakers is evidence itself. You then, Lord, have made them, and you are beautiful 

since they are beautiful, you are good since they are good, you are since they are." 

(Conf., XI,4)  

In connection with the idea that the things of this world call us to knowledge and love 

of God, Augustine makes frequent use of a famous passage of St. Paul: "For the wrath 

of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of those men 

who in wickedness hold back the truth of God, seeing that what may be known of 

God is manifest to them. For God has manifested it to them. For since the creation of 

the world his invisible attributes are clearly seen -- his everlasting power and also his 

divinity -- being understood through the things that are made." (Romans 1:18-20) 

Augustine explains that an inspection of this world, of the heaven and earth and the 

creatures in both, forces the mind to recognize that God exists. "It is this that noble 

philosophers have sought and from the art have known the Artificer." (Sermon 



142,2,2) If men have known God and then not gone on to honor him, their wisdom is 

turned into folly; they make idols and fall into the most bestial vices. If we then say 

they are ignorant of God, this ignorance is consequent upon vice and is, as the Apostle 

says, inexcusable.  

Augustine teaches that it is relatively easy for men to come to a knowledge of God 

from the world around them. This knowledge can become distorted and be an 

indictment if men take pride in their wisdom or fall into other vices. Augustine is very 

sensitive to the errors into which philosophers have fallen concerning the nature of 

God. He even attributes the materialism of Democritus to viciousness. This leads one 

to conclude that the recognition of God, which Augustine feels is widespread, is 

compatible with a good deal of error. Only a few philosophers, notably Plato and 

Plotinus, have arrived at a proper conception of God. In the absence of an authority to 

inform the multitude of what they had learned they made their doctrine a secret, a 

matter for the initiate. Christianity remedies this complex situation, for now the 

existence of God as well as his attributes are made known to all men on the authority 

of God himself, the Truth Incarnate.  

Since the Christian accepts on divine authority many things which can be understood, 

he can go on to seek understanding. If the man of faith sets forth an argument to show 

that God exists, he will not have to proceed from what he believes or demand that the 

conclusion be accepted on faith. It is because Augustine attempts proofs of the 

immortality of the soul and of the existence of God which are of this nature that we 

can speak meaningfully of the philosophy of Augustine, despite the fact that it seems 

impossible to maintain that he taught a separation between philosophy and theology 

with anything like the clarity of an Aquinas. The note of Augustinian philosophizing 

is struck in the following remark: "Although I hold these things with unwavering 

faith, since I do not yet grasp them with knowledge, let us so inquire as if all these 

things were uncertain." (On Free Choice, II,ii,5) What will make them certain is 

evidence, not an appeal to the faith that has not wavered during the inquiry.  

Augustine is clearly guided in his philosophizing by his faith; thus, if we define 

philosophy in terms of not knowing how the argument will turn out, Augustine will 

not be a philosopher. If we define philosophy in terms of the quality of the evidence 

adduced to support a proposition, however, evidence which can be grasped whether or 

not one has faith (Augustine would insist that good moral dispositions are supposed, 

although these are not constitutive of assent), then we can expect to find philosophy in 

Augustine. Much will be said later on whether one can understand and believe the 

same truth. Augustine does not seem to have been bothered by that question. Given 

the fact that one who believes God exists can seek to prove this fact, as can one who 

does not have divine faith, it seems to follow clearly that there is no formal difference 

in their mode of argumentation -- if both are unsuccessful. Whether or not Augustine 

succeeded in discovering proofs of the immortality of the soul and the existence of 

God, it seems clear that he was seeking proofs which did not require divine faith for 

their acceptance. The fact that philosophical proofs are advanced by a man who has 

the gift of faith does not add anything intrinsic to those proofs. These comments must 

suffice for now; the problem of a Christian philosophy is one to which we shall return 

later in terms of the efforts of the thirteenth century.  



While the passages we have cited thus far indicate that Augustine feels we can be led 

directly from the world around us to God, this is not his most characteristic approach 

to the proof of God's existence. He usually maintains that one must retreat from the 

world to oneself and from thence to God. The role the mind plays in the ascent to God 

becomes central: "Go not abroad hut enter into yourself: truth dwells in the inner man; 

and if you should find your nature mutable, transcend yourself." (On True Religion, 

39,72) The Augustinian approach to God receives one of its most developed 

expressions in On Free Choice (II, chaps. 3-18). His argument moves in steps to the 

assertion that God exists.  

This argument exhibits how intimately the two great issues of philosophy, God and 

the soul, are intertwined in the thought of Augustine. The first point established is my 

certitude of my own existence. St. Augustine notes that the fact of my existence is 

indubitable since I would have to exist to doubt it or to be deceived in regard to it. 

(11,3) He says in the De trinitate (XV,12,21): "He who is not can certainly not be 

deceived; therefore, if I am deceived, I am." It is customary to suggest a parallel 

between these remarks and Descartes' cogito ergo sum. The resemblance is at best 

superficial. Augustine is not saying that things other than my existence are dubitable, 

for he adds immediately that other things are just as certain as the fact that I exist. Our 

awareness of our soul, of the principle of life in ourselves, is derived from observation 

of corporeal movements. (En. in Ps.,73,25) Augustine's principle was formulated to 

overcome the skepticism of others; it does not reflect even a methodical  doubt of his 

own.{10}  

It is indubitable that I exist; equally evident are the facts that I am living and that I 

understand. This indicates three levels of being: some things simply exist; others exist 

and live; yet others exist, live, and understand. Man falls under the final heading and 

is more perfect than things on the first two levels. In man there are bodily senses: 

seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, and touching, each with its proper object. As well 

as these there is an inner sense. When we see we do not see seeing, so that if we are 

sensibly aware that we are seeing, this must be accomplished by another and, 

Augustine argues, interior sense. This inner sense is said to be common to beasts and 

men. In man, over and above the exterior and interior senses, there is reason. A sign 

of its presence is the fact that man seeks to define seeing and the interior sense, 

something which neither of these senses would themselves attempt. Augustine sums 

up: "These things have been shown: by the sense of the body corporeal things are 

sensed; this sense cannot be sensed by itself; however by means of an inner sense 

corporeal things are sensed through sense as well as the sense of the body itself. By 

reason all these things as well as itself are made known and brought under knowledge 

(De trin., 11,4,10)  

This hierarchy is now elaborated. The object of the senses is something which is: 

sense itself is an instance of living being. Moreover, the inner sense is more perfect 

than the outer senses, and reason more perfect than sense. Now, if we can prove that 

there is something more perfect than our reason, something eternal and unchangeable, 

that will be God.  

Augustine turns once more to the senses and notes this difference among them. 

Although several men cannot simultaneously touch the same portion of a body or eat 

the same food, several can hear the same sound and see the same color 
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simultaneously. (11,7) In much the same fashion one truth is common to many minds. 

For example, many minds can possess a common truth about numbers; each man does 

not have his own private mathematics. (11,8) Is there one wisdom for all men? "If 

there is a highest good common to all, so too the truth whereby it is discerned and 

held, that is, wisdom, is one and common to all." (11,9) Truth is what is more perfect 

than our mind or reason, and if there is something more excellent than truth, that will 

be God. Or, if there is nothing more excellent than truth, God will be truth. (11,15)  

We have already seen Augustine cite numbers to illustrate a truth which is common to 

many minds. This is not a casual allusion. The role of number in Augustine's proof is 

difficult to overestimate. We are asked to move from the number that we encounter in 

the sensible world to the eternal realm of number: "Every changeable thing you see 

can only be grasped by the senses or considered by the mind because it has received 

from number a certain perfection without which it would fall back into nothingness. If 

this is so, doubt not that for these changeable things not to cease to be but to continue 

with measured movements and a variety distinct from their perfection to travel the 

grooves of time, as it were, requires an unchangeable and eternal perfection which is 

not limited and extended in space or prolonged and diversified in time. By it all these 

things are capable of receiving their perfection and fulfill it while realizing, each 

according to its own species, the numbers of place and time." (11,16)  

The argument reaches its crescendo in the following passage: "But if you can find 

creatures other than those which exist without life, those which exist and have life but 

not understanding, and those which have existence, life, and understanding, then you 

might dare affirm that there is some good which does not come from God. These three 

types can be designated by two names: body and life. The name 'life' applies properly 

either to those beings having only life without intelligence, like the animals, or to 

those having intelligence, like men. But these two, namely body and life, insofar as 

they pertain to creatures (for the creator too has life and that is life supreme), these 

two creatures, then, body and life, being perfectible, as we have seen above, and such 

that they would fall into nothingness if they should completely lose their perfection, 

sufficiently indicate that they derive their existence from that which exists ever the 

same. That is why every good, be it ever so great or ever so small, can come only 

from God. For what in creation is greater than the life of understanding and what less 

than the body? And no matter what their deficiency whereby they tend to nothingness, 

it is no less true that some form belongs to them such that in a certain manner they 

are. That which is from being, however little, is from the perfection which knows no 

deficiency and does not allow the changes of things which corrupt and are perfected 

to exceed the laws of number. Therefore, whatever worthy of praise be found in the 

natural world, whether it be deemed worthy of greater praise or less, ought to be 

referred to the ineffable and incomparable praise of the creator." (11,17,46)  

Insofar as the rational soul recognizes truth as something more perfect than i tself, for 

it is the measure of the soul, it has come to a recognition of God. (On True Religion, 

30,56) The recognition of truth, of God, is the recognition of something immutable 

and eternal, and the good of the soul is seen to consist in being joined to God.  

Augustine's view that recognition of God's existence is had by the majority of men 

has been seen not to exclude a good deal of error concerning the nature of God. This 

error, Augustine feels, can be largely explained in terms of moral turpitude. But  of 



what quality is the knowledge of God that is had when knowledge is at its best, as 

with the philosophers whether Christian or not? This is a question we must pose, 

particularly since the supposed parallel between Augustine and Descartes on the 

certitude of our own existence may seem to suggest a further parallel with respect to 

our knowledge of God. Descartes suggests that the divine nature is known in much 

the same way as the nature of the triangle is known. Such a remark would be an 

abomination to Augustine.  

Although nothing in this life is to be preferred to knowledge of God, our knowledge 

of and talk about God is quite imperfect: "God is known more truly than he is spoken 

of and he is more truly than he is known." (De trin., VII,4,7) It is not remarkable that 

when God is spoken of, we do not understand. If we could understand, it would not be 

God who is the object of our knowledge. When we speak of God, it is more pious to 

confess our ignorance than boldly to claim knowledge. Nevertheless, while 

comprehension of God is quite impossible, our happiness consists in whatever 

knowledge of him we can attain. (Sermon 117,3,5) We must come to realize that what 

we can know is what God is not rather than what he is. (Letter 120,3,13; On John's 

Gospel, 23,9) "We understand God, if we can, to the degree that we can, as good 

without quality, great without quantity, creating without needing to, present but not 

located, containing all things without 'having' (habitu), wholly everywhere but not 

contained, sempiternal without time, making mutable things without himself 

changing, altered by nothing. Whoever thinks thus of God, though he cannot yet 

discover in every way what he is, is piously cautious to think of him as far as possible 

in terms of what he is not." (De trin., V,1,2) God said to Moses "Ego sum qui sum" (I 

am who am); his name is "Qui est" ("He who is"). Being is God's proper name 

because God can not change; there is no past nor future for God, since the dimensions 

of time are revealed by change. God is wholly unchangeable and immutable: he is. 

(Sermon 6,3,4) The perfection of God is such that any perfections we encounter in 

creatures are one and simple in God, a fact which makes our language inevitably inept 

to express even our imperfect knowledge of God. Even the most common or universal 

terms tend to express a perfection distinct from others and  

so fall short of expressing God; thus, to call God a substance connotes a perfection 

differing from accidents, from other perfections, and seems prejudicial to the divine 

simplicity. (De trin., VII,5,1O) It is better then to call God essence or being and to 

realize that he does not have the perfections attributed to him but is each of them, for 

example, God is wisdom.  

The name God attributes to himself, being, indicates that in God there is no distinction 

between the divine nature and the various perfections we are constrained to affirm of 

God. The attributes Augustine stresses are the divine simplicity, immutability, 

omnipresence, eternity, and providence. Augustine insists that God's foreknowledge 

of our free acts does not lessen their freedom, since what God foresees is precisely our 

free choice. (On Free Choice, 111,3,8)  

While we will not enter here into St. Augustine's remarkable and influential doctrine 

of the Trinity of Persons in the divine nature, something must be said of his procedure 

in discussing this mystery. We have seen that Augustine holds that man can come to 

knowledge of God even apart from revelation; indeed, the one who has the gift of 

faith can seek understanding of what he believes, can regard as doubtful things in 



which he has unwavering belief, in order to learn reasons for them. That God exists is 

a truth which can be known by philosophical reasons as well as by faith. 

Philosophical knowledge does not lead to comprehension of the divine nature; the 

term here is an understanding that our knowledge of God is its own kind of ignorance. 

The characteristically Augustinian approach to God proceeds via man. Now if the 

divine nature always retreats before our efforts to understand it, it surely follows that 

we cannot understand how there can be three persons in one divine nature. If we seek 

in creatures things to proportion this mystery to our minds, analogies to the Trinity, 

what we find will not be conclusive in the way arguments for the existence of God 

and for attributes of the divine nature may be. True, Augustine sometimes speaks as if 

philosophers had arrived at a recognition of the Trinity, but finally he denies that even 

the Platonists grasped this. The man to whom this truth has been revealed by God 

himself will seek created analogies of this truth, but any certitude concerning it will 

always be a result of faith. Typically, Augustine seeks analogies of the Trinity in man, 

who has been made in the image of God. Thus, he finds in man these trinities: mind, 

knowledge, love; memory of self, understanding, will; memory of God, 

understanding, love. (See Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of Saint Augustine [New 

York, 1960], pp. 219 ff.) Concern with the Blessed Trinity thus leads Augustine to an 

extensive analysis of the human soul.  

Our suggestion is that Augustine's procedure lays the basis for the later distinction 

between the praeambula fidei and truths which are of faith alone. The role of reason is 

appreciably different with respect to each of these. Although the distinction is not 

explicitly made by Augustine, he appears to have honored it in practice.  

G. Creation 

Augustine holds that an inspection of the world reveals at once that it has been made; 

things virtually cry out that they have been made, pointing beyond themselves to their 

maker. Not only have things been made by God, they have been made from nothing. 

They were made from no subject matter which was not also made by God; nothing 

apart from God is but what has been made by God. "Some have tried to argue that 

God the Father is not omnipotent; not because they have dared to say this, but they are 

convinced by their traditions to feel and believe this. For they say that there is a nature 

which the omnipotent God has not created and of which he fabricated this world . thus 

they deny that God is omnipotent, for they do not believe the world could be made 

unless in the making of it he made use of some other nature already given which he 

had not made. . . . In this way they understand that the fabricator of this world is not 

omnipotent, since they hold that he could not make the world save by using as matter 

some nature unmade by him." (On Faith and the Creed, 2,2) If God is omnipotent, he 

can create from nothing; if his creative action presupposes matter, God is not 

omnipotent.  

That God creates from nothing is an index of his omnipotence. We know from 

Scripture that the world had a beginning. What is the relation of creation and time? 

"For if eternity and time are rightly distinguished by this, that time does not exist 

without some movement and transition, while in eternity there is no change, who does 

not see that there could have been no time had not some creature been made, which 

by some motion could give birth to change -- the various parts of motion and change, 

as they cannot be simultaneous, succeed one another -- and, thus, in these shorter or 



longer intervals of duration time would begin? Since then, God, in whose eternity is 

no change at all, is the creator and ordainer of time, I do not see how he can be said to 

have created the world after spaces of time had elapsed, unless it be said that prior to 

the world there was some creature by whose movement time could pass. And if the 

sacred and infallible Scriptures say that in the beginning God created the heavens and 

the earth, in order that it may be understood that he had made nothing previously -- 

for if he had made anything before the rest, this thing would rather be said to have 

been made 'in the beginning' -- then assuredly the world was made, not in time, but 

simultaneously with time. For that which is made in time is made both after and 

before some time -- after that which is past, before that which is future. But none 

could then be past, for there was no creature by whose movements its duration could 

be measured." (Civ. dei, XI,6) Augustine says that the six days of creation cannot be 

understood as days in the ordinary sense, for then there would have been three days 

without the heavens according to which we measure our days. Creation is 

instantaneous. However, Augustine does not hold that a fully organized world came 

into being at once. He puts the notion of instantaneous and simultaneous creation 

together with the fact of the gradual appearance of things as a result of change and the 

coming into being of human souls which do not simply arise out of preexisting matter. 

"Contrary to most of his contemporaries, however, he does not presume that the 

instantaneous act of the Creator produced an organized universe such as we see today. 

He distinguishes between creation properly so called and the formation or 

development of the world. This second action is due, at least in great part, to forces 

placed by the Creator in the depths of nature which have gradually and progressively 

passed through the various phases to which the Mosaic account gives an 

approximation." (Portalie, p. 137)  

God, in producing the world, has produced not only a certain numher of things but 

things which are causes of other things to appear in the course of time; the things 

which will come to be only in time are present in their causes at the very outset and, 

thus, do not escape the creative causality of God. Augustine speaks of the primitive 

elements, of seminal reasons (rationes seminales): "All things were created by God in 

the beginning in a kind of blending of the elements, but they cannot develop and 

appear until the favorable circumstances are realized." (De trin., 111,9,16) Just as 

there is invisibly present in the seed everything which will later appear fully 

developed in the tree, so the world at the beginning of time contained in seed 

everything which would one day appear, including what has not yet appeared.  

Augustine does not hesitate to apply his interpretation to Adam and Eve, who were 

not made in the very beginning of time. He must make certain adjustments in his 

theory, however, since he will not allow that the human soul was precontained in a 

causal principle. A special intervention of God is required for the formation of man. 

Augustine is guided in his remarks by the account of creation in Scripture. Man's 

body is formed from the slime of the earth, but his soul does not come into being in 

this way. It must be created in the same way as the primitive elements, out of nothing. 

This is true not only of the souls of the first parents but of every soul. Augustine is 

careful not to suggest, however, that all human souls are created at the outset and exist 

prior to their union with a body.  

H. The City of God 



In 410 A.D. Rome was sacked by Alaric the Goth, himself a Christian. Historians 

assure us that this was not the worst invasion of Rome, but the effect of this fall on the 

times of Augustine cannot be underestimated. There was a great exodus from Rome 

and all of Italy, and refugees appeared in North Africa and in Jerusalem filled with 

tales of horror. What explained the fall of Rome, the seat of what had been so proud 

and farflung an empire? A conviction spread that the conversion of Rome to 

Christianity may have been responsible, that disloyalty to the old gods under whose 

aegis the city had been built and the empire spread accounted for the present 

ignominious fall.  

The suspicion that Christianity had brought political and military disaster was not 

confined to pagans. Rickaby suggests that the Christianity of the converts within the 

empire could still have amounted to little more than a patina covering a good deal of 

latent paganism. This conjecture would explain the vigor with which Augustine 

undertook to refute the argument when he began composing The City of God in 412. 

This work was to occupy him sporadically over the next fifteen years. The polemic 

tone dictated by its immediate occasion and the fairly negative purpose with which he 

began were gradually replaced; thus, the work took on an uneven, frequently erratic 

tone but retained its fundamentally unified purpose. Augustine wanted not only to 

show the inadequacies of the pagan religion but to emphasize the perfection of 

Christianity. The book that had been occasioned by the fall of Rome became the tale 

of two cities, the city of man and the city of God. In the course of describing the 

origins, goals, and ends of these two cities Augustine brought to bear such immense 

erudition and indefatigible zeal that the result is one of the great classics of all times; 

The City of God is, perhaps, the most influential work of the great bishop of Hippo.  

This is Augustine's own account, in the Retractationes, of the writing of The City of 

God:  

Meanwhile Rome was overthrown by a raid of Goths, led by King Alaric, a most 

destructive invasion. The polytheistic worshippers of false gods, whom we commonly 

call pagans, endeavored to bring this overthrow home to the Christian religion, and 

began to blaspheme the true God with unusual sharpness and bitterness. This set me 

on fire with zeal for the house of God, and I commenced to write the books Of the 

City of God against their blasphemies or errors. This work occupied me for a number 

of years, owing to numerous interruptions of businesses that would not brook delay 

and had a prior claim on me. At last this large work Of the City of God was brought to 

a conclusion in twenty-two books. The first five of them are a refutation of their 

position who maintain that the worship of many gods, according to the custom of 

paganism, is essential to the prosperity of human society, and that the prohibition of it 

is the source and origin of calamities such as the fall of Rome. The next five books are 

against those who, while allowing that such calamities are never wanting, and never 

will be wanting, to the page of mortal history, and are now great, now small, under 

varying conditions of place, time, and person, yet argue that polytheistic worship, and 

sacrifice to many gods, is profitable for the life that follows after death. These first ten 

books, then, are a refutation of these two vain opinions adverse to the Christian 

religion. But not to expose ourselves to the reproach of merely having refuted the 

other side, establishing our own position is the object of the second part of this work, 

which comprises twelve books; though, to be sure, in the former ten, where needful, 

we vindicate our own, and in the latter twelve we confute the opposite party. Of the 



twelve following books, four contain the origin of the two cities, the one of God, the 

other of this world. The next four contain the course of their history; the third and last 

four their several due ends. Thus the whole twenty books, though written of two 

cities, yet take their title from the better of the two, and are entitled by preference Of 

the City of God.  

This succinct sketch of the work does not indicate its patchwork character, but it 

provides us with a generally accurate and convenient division for the following 

presentation.  

Refutation of Paganism. As Augustine indicates, a twofold defense of pagan 

polytheism has been put forward. On the one hand, it is maintained that the worship 

of many gods is more profitable in this world; on the other, that it is more profitable 

for the next. St. Augustine attempts to dispose of the first contention by indicating that 

the plight of Rome at the hands of Alaric might have been far worse if it had not been 

for the Christian influence, thanks to which at least some mercy was shown the 

conquered. Although the women of Rome were objects of the conqueror's triumph, 

Augustine is concerned to dismiss the pagan belief that in such an extreme situation a 

woman should prefer death to dishonor. An unconsenting suffering of rape is 

preferable to the great sin of suicide, since if consent is not given, true chastity is not 

destroyed. Anticipating what will be conceded by the second defense of paganism, 

Augustine observes that in this life misfortune comes to both the just and the unjust 

and that even the true religion is no guarantee against external evils. We have here, 

after all, no lasting city, though another city whose destiny is eternal is intertwined 

with the earthly city.  

This first allusion to the great opposition which is the theme of the work and the 

source of its title indicates that Augustine is not distinguishing between time and 

eternity, this life and the next. He has in mind the extension beyond this life of the 

option men make here below where the city of God is becoming a living reality in 

time, destined to continue in eternity. Men become citizens of the earthly city by 

preferring self to God; they become citizens of the eternal city of God by preferring 

God to themselves according to the true religion established by Christ. The 

populations of these two cities are fluid in time; not all those who are now members 

of the city of God will remain in that camp, and many who presently ally themselves 

with the earthly city will, with time and God's grace, become citizens of the eternal 

city. Thus, the import of the dichotomy goes beyond the political. Augusttine's view 

of history is a Christian one; beneath the visible and evident political dispositions he 

is able to discern the more meaningful politics constituted by the priorities recognized 

by men in their minds and hearts. The city of God is not, however, something hidden 

and secret. Its expression is the Church. The state is not, as such, opposed to the city 

of God. The earthly city is not a political reality but the congress of those whose lives 

are governed by self-love to the detriment of God.  

Augustine describes in some detail the public spectacles of indecency which had been 

engaged in as worship of the pagan gods and indicates that the secret rites were even 

less worthy of men, let alone of gods. In a vein reminiscent of the Greek philosophers, 

Augustine says that such gods are not fit models of imitation for men. Indeed, the 

Roman heroes have been worthier models than the Roman gods. The vast number of 

pagan deities and the conflicting and confusing roles assigned them is discussed at 



some length. Under paganism Rome knew much adversity and injustice; moreover, 

under Christianity the city and empire enjoyed much success. The main point of these 

first five books is that good and bad fortune befall both the just and the unjust 

according to God's providence.  

Providence is not to be confused with fate, however. Augustine is interested to show 

that human freedom is not jeopardized by God's causality. God has foreknowledge of 

the evil men will do, but that does not diminish their responsibility for it, and the same 

must be said of the good men do. Augustine does suggest that the Romans were 

rewarded with temporal goods for the natural virtues they practiced, but he sees this 

as a poor substitute for the eternal felicity which awaits the elect.  

When he has finished his reply to those who would argue that worship of the pagan 

gods insures temporal success, Augustine turns to a variant of the argument. Some 

agree that good and bad fortune in this life come equally to pagan and Christian, but 

they maintain that we shall be better off in the next life if we worship the pagan gods 

in this. Augustine's reply to them is twofold. First, he shows that the pagan theology 

can scarcely pass as a spiritual religion. Second, he turns to the philosophers who 

have attempted to transform the popular religion into something more exalted. His 

principal concern here is Neoplatonism.  

In books eight, nine, and ten of The City of God Augustine gives a sketch of ancient 

philosophy to which we have already had occasion to refer. A matter which looms 

large in these books is Augustine's interpretation of the airy spirits or daimons in 

religious Neoplatonism. These daimons occupy a middle region between the gods and 

men. Augustine interprets this teaching as a crude attempt to assign an intermediary 

between the human and the divine. A need for an intermediate is seen both from the 

point of view of man, who is so much less than the gods that he is sensible of his 

inability to approach the gods directly, and from the point of view of the gods, to 

whom it would seem unfitting that they should concern themselves directly with men. 

We are already acquainted with Augustine's praise of Plato, a good deal of which is to 

be found in these books. Though he praises Plato, Augustine feels constrained to 

reprimand the Platonists, especially Porphyry. From this critique emerges a deep 

appreciation of the fundamental inadequacy of any human attempt to bridge the gap 

between man and God. The attempts of the Neoplatonists, while partially 

commendable, seem a mere parody of the Christian revelation. Man is, indeed, in 

need of a mediator, but that mediator is Christ, and it was necessary for God to 

humble himself and lift man up if there was to be any intimate converse between 

creature and creator.  

This is the negative or critical part of The City of God. The pagan religion has been 

shown to be no guarantee of good fortune in this life and wholly inadequate as a 

commencement of eternal life. Christianity cannot promise an absence of misfortune 

in this life, but by providing knowledge of the end that awaits us and the grace to 

achieve it, it enables us to assess both temporal goods and evils as of little moment 

when compared with permanent citizenship in the eternal city.  

The Two Cities. "Two loves therefore have given origin to these two cities, self-love 

in contempt of God unto the earthly, love of God is contempt of one's self to the 

heavenly. The first seeks the glory of men, and the latter desires God only as the 



testimony of the conscience, the greatest glory. That glories in itself, and this in God." 

(XIV,28) With book eleven Augustine begins the discussion of the origin, progress, 

and ends of the two cities. First, the question arises as to how we can know God; this 

leads to a discussion of revelation and the canonical books of Scripture. After that, 

though not in an altogether orderly fashion, Augustine discusses the nature of God 

and the Trinity of Persons in God. He then turns to the doctrine of creation, speaking 

of the work of the six days. He writes of the fall of some angels and the consequent 

division of them in terms of light and darkness. The fall of the angels is portentous for 

the subsequent fall of man and the constitution of the city which is the opposite of the 

heavenly city. The creation of man and man's fall involve lengthy treatments of the 

nature and possibility of original sin, of man's state prior to it, and the consequences 

for the race of that first sin. With the advent of sin, two contrary courses open up for 

the human race: men divide themselves into the sons of flesh and the sons of promise, 

symbolized by Cain and Abel. Augustine sees a parallel in the fact that Cain, the 

murderer of his brother, founded the first earthly city, just as the founder of Rome 

killed his brother. Political society is seen by Augustine as a result of sin; he traces 

private property to the same root. Through book eighteen he provides a narrative of 

the history of the human race, which is derived largely from the Old Testament. The 

goal of part of mankind is the heavenly city and bliss with God, while the other part of 

mankind elects to find its lot with the fallen angels.  

This is the main line that Augustine follows in the second part, the last twelve books, 

of The City of God. We shall discuss some points in detail, starting with book 

nineteen, which is an extended development of Augustine's view of order and is 

sometimes said to contain Augustine's notion of morality.  

The controlling question is: In what does human happiness consist? Augustine accepts 

without question the Greek eudaimonistic interpretation of human action. In their 

moral life, in their choices and decisions, men aim for felicity or happiness. The 

philosophers have said much on this question. Augustine appeals to Varro, a favorite 

source of his in The City of God. (Unfortunately, Varro's Antiquities, a work of forty-

one books, has been lost.) Augustine is clearly impressed by Varro's manner of 

asserting that there are 288 distinct views on the primary good held by philosophers, 

which can, nevertheless, be reduced to three. Either man's elementary desires are 

sought for the sake of virtue, virtue is sought for the sake of man's elementary desires, 

or each is sought for its own sake. Varro holds that human happiness consists in both 

bodily pleasures and the practice of virtue; thus, elementary desires are pursued for 

their own sake, although virtue is the best good of man. Human happiness, as 

described by Varro, is a well-rounded thing: health of body and soul, and a 

harmonious family life in the wider context of an ordered and peaceful society.  

Augustine agrees that this is a most attractive statement of human happiness, but he 

adds that it is little like reality. Bodily health is at best imperfect, and even the most 

exemplary men seem to have but a tenuous hold on virtue. A man's wife and children 

are too often unfaithful, and in society at large, injustice seems rampant. There is 

never an end to lawsuits, which often cause the innocent to suffer. Worst of all is war, 

which seems endless. The Stoic may judge such evils to be of little or no account, but 

we know he is wrong. The absence of these evils is a very real good -- that is the 

strength of Varro's description of happiness. However, even if Varro's ideal could be 

reached, it would still not assuage the deepest desires of man.  



The harmonious life that we accept as the ideal cannot be perfectly achieved in this 

life. Consequently, happiness must be redefined in terms of the degree of harmony 

possible to man in an exceedingly imperfect situation. God has given us a desire for 

human happiness, and it is unlikely that this desire is given only to be frustrated. In 

pursuing the peace and harmony of the good life we are, at least implicitly, longing 

for the true peace of the eternal city.  

Peace is the key word in Augustine's account of what men finally seek. Even the evil 

man seeks it, though his goal may be but the parody of peace as found, for instance, in 

the domination of others. (Chap. 11) "The body's peace therefore is an orderly 

disposal of the parts thereof; the reasonable soul's, a true harmony between 

knowledge and performance; that of body and soul alike, a temperate and undiseased 

habit of nature in the whole creature. The peace of mortal man with immortal God is 

an orderly obedience unto his eternal law performed in faith. Peace of man and man is 

a mutual concord; peace of a family an orderly rule and subjection amongst the parts 

thereof; peace of a city an orderly command and obedience amongst the citizens; 

peace of God's city a most orderly coherence in God and fruition of God; the peace of 

all things is the tranquillity of order." (Chap. 13)  

The concept of peace and harmony is the thread that must run through the whole of 

society. If we are to have a total view of the peace of society, our view must be 

theological. Again, we have here no lasting city; the ultimate purpose is achieved, if at 

all, only in an inchoative fashion in this life. We are destined for eternity, and only in 

the fullness of time will peace, order, and harmony establish themselves in a 

definitive way. The citizens of the city of God are one people here below in a far more 

perfect fashion than men can be citizens of a nation or empire. What constitutes one 

people is their union in pursuit of a common object of love. This community can 

transcend national boundaries and differences in language.  

The last three books of The City of God deal with judgment, hell, and heaven. Hell 

and heaven are the respective terms of the earthly and heavenly cities; the goal of 

history is beyond history; in this life man is a pilgrim. The distinction between the two 

cities is not one between the political order here below and a heavenly city 

somewhere yonder; nor is it a distinction between two kinds of political organization 

here below. Charlemagne loved to have The City of God read to him, and it is thought 

to have played a great role in the elaboration of the concept of a Christian Empire, but 

this is an adaptation of Augustine rather than his own teaching. According to 

Augustine, what distinguishes the inhabitants of these two cities is their response to a 

basic moral choice. Does an individual serve himself to the detriment of God or God 

to the detriment of self? The earthly city consists of all those who make the first 

choice; the city of God claims all those who make the second choice. Membership in 

the city of God is not identical with membership in the Catholic Church. Many 

Catholics, nominal Catholics, as we should say, have actually made the first choice, 

and many of those currently outside the Church have or will make the choice that 

gives them membership in the city of God. Thus, here below in time the situation is 

fluid. With the end of time, at the final judgment, man's ultimate choice is ratified by 

God. One who has chosen the earthly city has chosen hell; one who has chosen to 

serve God rather than self has chosen heaven. Thus, what Augustine means, while it is 

not something covert or secret, cannot be translated into simple political terminology. 

He has any number of significant asides on the relation between Church and state, but 



that is not the real burden of his book and that is not the significance of the distinction 

between the earthly city and the city of God.  

I. Conclusion 

Augustine's influence on subsequent ages is due entirely to the force of his thought. 

While he lived, he was bishop of what has been called a third-rate city, and he had 

little or no impact on the course of practical affairs. In another see, in another post, he 

would have been attended as a matter of course. Surprisingly, as Bishop of Hippo, 

men turned to him constantly for the resolution of theoretical and principally 

theological difficulties, even though he did not seek their notice. However, the 

influence he had on the thought of his own times is as nothing compared with the 

undiminishing influence he has had through the centuries, even to our own day. The 

fact that he is today held in almost equal esteem by Catholics and Protestants suggests 

the hope that he may yet have his greatest role to play in the current movement toward 

Christian reunion.  

Together with Boethius, who lived about a century after him and professed the hope 

that his doctrine would be identical with the great bishop's, Augustine was destined to 

be the vehicle whereby some knowledge of classical antiquity was transmitted to the 

men of the Dark and Early Middle Ages, when most direct contact with the early 

sources had been lost. This was a role that Boethius deliberately assumed, but  in the 

case of Augustine it is merely one of the significant, if adventitious, effects of his 

prodigious scholarly efforts. In the High Middle Ages Augustinianism was the 

traditional approach to theology, and if his prominence seems temporarily eclipsed by 

the problems and opportunities consequent upon the introduction of the works of 

Aristotle into the West at the end of the twelfth century, this eclipse is, if not merely 

apparent, certainly temporary. Aquinas, the greatest of the thirteenth-century 

synthesizers of the old and new, is actually proceeding in the spirit of Augustine and 

doubtless would have been surprised to have what he was doing assessed as an 

alternative to Augustinianism. For, while it does not achieve the clarity in Augustine's 

thought that one might wish, the thirteenth-century distinction between philosophy 

and theology, as well as the conception of the nature of speculative theology, owes a 

great deal to the efforts of Augustine.  

There can be little doubt that what is called the philosophy of Augustine is principally 

Platonic in inspiration, although some Aristotelian elements are apparent. The 

philosophy of Aquinas, on the other hand, is principally Aristotelian. Whether the 

Thomistic philosophical synthesis is devoid of Platonism or whether Platonism is one 

of its principal components is a point we shall examine later. What cannot be 

questioned is the massive impact of the thought of Augustine on Aquinas. Indeed, it 

may be said that anything like an understanding of Aquinas depends on a previous 

understanding of Augustine. Thus, these two chief Christian Doctors must be 

regarded as complementary, rather than opposed, inspirations in the continuing 

Christian task of bringing to bear on truths of faith whatever of validity can be found 

in natural thought.  

Bibliographical Note 



Augustine's works can be found in Migne PL, 32-46, but better editions of many of 

his works exist. For English translations one can go to M. Dods, The Works of 

Aurelius Augustinus, 15 vols. (Edinburgh, 1871- 1876). Individual works of 

Augustine have been put into English by so many hands and under so many imprints 

it would be impossible to mention anything like a representative sampling here. J. J. 

O'Meara has made a list of available translations in his version of H. I. Marrou, Saint 

Augustine (London, 1958). The excellent introduction to Augustine's thought written 

by Portalie for Dictionnaire de théologie catholique has been brought out in English 

by Henry Regnery: A Guide to the Thought of Saint Augustine (Chicago, 1960). Of 

profound importance, of course, is E. Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of Saint 

Augustine (New York, 1960). For recent work on Augustine see Augustinus magister: 

Communications et actes du congrès international augustinien (Paris, 1954). For the 

nonspecialist the Confessions, The City of God, the philosophical dialogues, are of 

first importance.  

 

{1} Ozanam, La civilization chrétienne, p. 389, would trace the seven liberal arts to 

Philo Judaeus, De congressu. Cited in Rashdall, I, p. 34, n. 2.  

{2} ". . .'sed quoniam his mortalium rerum cura terrenorumque sollertia est nec cum 

aethere quicquam habent superisque confine, non incongrue, si fastidio respuuntur.'" 

Eyssenhardt's edition, p. 333.  

{3} See Margaret Deanesly, "Medieval Schools," Cambridge Medieval History, vol. 

5, chap. 22, Pp. 765-779.  

{4} Contra academicos, III, xvii, 37; cf. De civitate dei, VIII, 4.  

{5} In chapter 2 of book VIII Augustine discusses the theories that Plato's theology 

resulted from hearing Jeremias when Plato was traveling in Egypt, or perhaps from 

reading his book. Augustine points out that he himself had embraced this theory in 

some of his works (cf. De doctrina christiana, II, xxviii, 43), but he feels it certain 

that Plato lived at least a hundred years after Jeremias and thus could not have 

listened to him. Nor could he have read his book, since it had not yet been translated 

into Greek. Nevertheless, Augustine argues, Plato could have learned of the Jewish 

faith through interpreters, and this would explain the similarities between Genesis and 

the Timaeus. In chapter 12, however, Augustine concedes that Plato could have come 

to his views about God without any contact with revealed truth, and he cites Romans 

1:20 again. Augustine is reluctant to say that knowledge of God is easily attained 

except through revelation; indeed, his whole attitude here exhibits his conviction that 

it is a matter of the utmost difficulty to reason to the existence of God.  

{6} See too Retractationes, III, 2: "Plato called the intelligible world the sempiternal 

and changeless plan according to which God made the world. If anyone should deny it 

he must by way of consequence maintain that God did irrationally what he did, since 

if there was in him no plan of making while he created or before he created, he would 

not know what he was doing. If there is such a plan, and there is, Plato seems to have 

called it the intelligible world."  
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{7} Cf. Oeuvres de S. Augustin, 1er Series, Opuscules, vol. 10, Melanges Doctrinaux 

(ed. Bardy, Beckaert, Boutet), p. 726.  

{8} In De civitate dei (XI, 23) Augustine takes issue with Origen, who maintained 

that souls are consigned to bodies as punishment for sins committed in a pure state.  

{9} In view of the fact that Wittgenstein begins his Philosophical Investigations by 

quoting a passage from the Confessions, which he then proceeds to criticize as 

expressing a whole theory of language, it is important to notice that Augustine has 

many extensive treatments of language and is highly sensitive to its many subtleties. 

Of course, Augustine does not come within hailing distance of the linguistic 

philosophy of Wittgenstein. {10} See Michael Mason, The Centre of Hilarity 

(London: Sheed & Ward, 1959), p. 88.  

Part I: The Age of Augustine 

Chapter III 

Denis the Areopagite 

Our only certitude regarding this author concerns who he was not. For long centuries 

he was believed to have been Denis or Dionysius the Areopagite, a convert of St. 

Paul, and the Corpus Areopagiticum received the attention and respect commensurate 

with that belief. The works were translated into Latin by John Scotus Erigena in the 

ninth century and were commented on by him and many other outstanding medievals, 

among them, Hugh of St. Victor, Albert the Great,Thomas Aquinas, and Denis the 

Carthusian. Internal evidence suggests that the works of Dionysius could not have 

been written much before the end of the fifth century. By placing his floruit in the 

year 500 we are being intentionally conservative.  

The works of the Pseudo-Dionysius are the following: De coelestia hierarchia (On 

the Celestial Hierarchy), De ecciesiastica hierarchia (On the Ecclesiastical 

Hierarchy), De divinis nominibus (On the Divine Names), and De mystica theologica 

(On Mystical Theology). There are also ten letters.  

Dionysius is a theologian; the whole burden of his works might be described as the 

exposition of what man can know of God and how, knowing him, he can name God. 

He is interested in proceeding, not according to the words of human wisdom, but in 

terms of Scripture. (Div. nom., 1) In search of knowledge of God in terms of what 

Scripture has said, however, he will also appeal to the efforts of philosophers. The 

most striking point about Dionysius is his insistence that the object of his concern is 

wholly beyond the ability of man to comprehend. The language Scripture uses to 

speak of God cannot express with any degree of adequacy what he is; a fortiori the 

attempts of men to speak of God must fail. His thought on this subject represents a 

division of theology which was to have a profound influence.  

Dionysius says that to see and know God is to be accomplished through not seeing 

and not knowing him, for not to see God is truly to see him, not to know him is truly 
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to know him, for we can adequately praise what is above all being by removing from 

him everything which pertains to existent things. In other words, our ignorance of 

God is something which must be achieved, for we will best know what he is not by 

attempting to work up to him through the grades of being. (Myst. theol., 2) First, there 

must be an affirmative theology (theologia kataphatika) in which we argue that God 

is a unique nature, that he is a Trinity of Persons. In the Divine Names Dionysius 

attempts to show what words can be applied to the divine nature, for example, Good, 

Light, Love, Being. Besides these names of intelligibles, we must discuss those words 

which are transferred from creatures to God in what may be called symbolic theology, 

that is, the many metaphorical names of God. Dionysius asks his reader to consider 

how names for God become more numerous as we move into metaphorical language. 

Negative theology (theologia apophatika) begins on the level of symbolic theology 

and ascends upwards, denying as it goes, until it becomes clear that God is ineffable, 

uncomprehended by our names taken singly or together.  

While Dionysius' mystical works present the negative theology just described and the 

other works are all seemingly part of affirmative theology, these are not wholly 

distinguishable theological activities. The name of anything that is can be transferred 

to God as to its cause; this is simply a symbolic way of speaking. However, when God 

is named by means of "intelligibles," such as one, good, and so forth, he is indeed 

named from a created perfection, but there must be an accompanying denial 

understood: God is intelligent, and he is thereby named from what we know as 

intelligence, created and therefore limited intelligence, but the limitation must be 

denied of God. We end then with the assertion that God is superintelligent, that is, 

intelligent wholly above our ability to understand. That he escapes our ken is even 

more clear when we consider that he is superlife and supergood as well, and that in 

him these are but one perfection. The twofold theology thus implies a threefold 

procedure in naming God: affirmation, denial, and then the affirmation of a perfection 

which wholly exceeds our experience and ability to name.  

The defect in our language and knowledge of God is explained with reference to us; 

on the side of God there is, of course, no defect. He is imperfectly named because he 

surpasses in perfection our ability to understand. The supreme Monad, he is the 

source of all the perfections we find scattered and distinct in creation; creation refers 

us back to him as the source of what we know only as limited and separate. The 

emanation of all things from God as their source and the return of all things to him as 

to their end is but one Neoplatonic note struck by Dionysius. His preference for the 

word One as the name of God, his utilization of the metaphor of light, with creatures 

as so many rays springing from a source too strong for our intellectual eye, the view 

that creatures are images -- all these reveal the influence of Plato, Plotinus, and 

Proclus. There is a processus or emanation of creatures from God (Div. nom., 5), and 

God, while one, indeed superunity, is thereby multiplied in his effects. We will find 

this extremely delicate concept in John Scotus Erigena as well, with the latter arguing 

that in this sense God can be called created. In phrases which will echo in Erigena, 

Dionysius speaks of God as "all in all" and of the divine Ideas as "predestinations." 

There is the distinct reminder of a stratified world, with the Ideas emanating from 

God as primordial caused causes and other things from them, as if existence-in-itself 

exists between God and the things that are. Moreover, the voluntariness of creation is 

somewhat diminished by Dionysius, and one detects a Neoplatonic suggestion that the 

levels of creation proceed from God in some necessary way.  



Perhaps these few remarks will suffice to indicate the power as well as the obscurity 

of the thought of Dionysius. By far the most influential aspect of these writings is 

their doctrine on the unnameability of God, and thinkers of all persuasions will make 

an effort to adjust their thought to this claim. Those who find in Dionysius grounds 

for steering between the extremes of denying that we can know anything about God 

and claiming that God is a proportioned object of our mind would seem to be most 

faithful to him. That our knowledge of God is, compared to its object, no knowledge 

at all, in the sense that we cannot comprehend him, does not mean that creation 

provides no indirect way to meaningful language about its cause. In Cusa's phrase, our 

ignorance of God is a learned one, and Dionysius would hardly deny that we are 

better off after the efforts of affirmative and negative theology than we were before. It 

is a matter of some importance to note that not even Scripture, which is God's 

revelation to man, transcends the human mode of naming, which is to apply to God 

names of perfections best known to us in creatures.  

Bibliographical Note 

For the works of Pseudo-Dionysius see Maurice de Gandillac, Oeuvres complètes du 

Pseudo-Denys l'Areopagite (Paris, 1943); J. Parker, The Works of Dionysius the 

Areopagite (London, 1897). See too A. B. Sharpe, Mysticism, Its True Nature and 

Value (London, 1910); E. C. Bolt, Dionysius the Areopagite: On the Divine Names 

and The Mystical Theology (New York, 1951); René Roques, L'univers Dionysien 

(Lille, 1954); and Denys Rutledge, Cosmic Theology (London, 1964).  

Part I: The Age of Augustine 

Chapter IV 

Boethius 

A. The Man and His Work 

Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius (c.480-524), "the last of the Romans and the first 

of the Scholastics," in the famous phrase, was born in Rome of a politically prominent 

family. His father had been a consul, he himself became one in 510, and his two sons 

achieved the same distinction in 522. Boethius married a woman named Rusticiana, 

the daughter of Symmachus; as will appear, Boethius held his father-in-law in more 

than ordinary esteem. Boethius was a consul under Theodoric the Ostrogoth and came 

to an untimely end when he was accused of conspiring with Justin, Emperor of the 

East, against Theodoric. There were theological undertones to his fate since 

Theodoric subscribed to the Arian heresy, while Boethius, like Justin, was a Catholic. 

Boethius protested his innocence, but he was cast into prison and executed without a 

trial in 524.  

Although he was a statesman, Boethius produced a surprisingly large and influential 

body of work in philosophy. His major task was to translate Plato and Aristotle into 

Latin and, their teachings having been made available, to show the fundamental 

agreement of the two philosophers. While Boethius did not, so far as we know, even 



approach this awesome goal, what has come down to us indicates that he conceived 

his role to be considerably more than that of a middle man. His surviving translations 

are of logical works of Aristotle. We can conveniently divide his total production into 

philosophical and theological works.  

Philosophical Works. Boethius translated the following logical works of Aristotle: 

Categories and On Interpretation. While translations of the Prior and Posterior 

Analytics, the Topics, and the Sophistical Refutations are included in editions of 

Boethius' work, scholars are now inclined to cast doubt on their authenticity. Boethius 

also translated the Isagoge, an introduction to the Categories of Aristotle, written by 

the Neoplatonist Porphyry. Besides translating, Boethius wrote a number of excellent 

commentaries: two on Porphyry's Isagoge, one on Aristotle's Categories (a second 

was projected), two on On Interpretation. He is also credited with a commentary on 

the Topics of Cicero. The following independent logical works are included in 

editions of his work: Introduction to Categorical Syllogisms, On Categorical 

Syllogisms (2 books), On the Hypothetical Syllogism (2 books), On Division, On 

Definition, On Topical Differences, On Rhetorical Connexion, The Distinction of 

Rhetorical Loci. Besides these logical works, a work on arithmetic and another on 

music are attributed to Boethius. Finally, there is the great Consolation of Philosophy.  

Theological Works. The theological writings of Boethius comprise works on the 

Trinity, on the union of the divine and human nature in Christ, and on the 

participation of goodness. We shall mention their titles later.  

Our discussion of Boethius will center on two points: the relation between faith and 

reason and the problem of universals. Not only are these central concerns of his own 

effort, but they contain factors which were highly influential in the Middle Ages.  

B. Faith and Reason 

The problem of the relationship between faith and reason acquires curiously personal 

overtones in Boethius. We have mentioned that Boethius set as the great task of his 

lifetime the translation of the works of Plato and Aristotle. This task is of such 

magnitude that we may doubt that Boethius could have seen it through to completion 

even if he had not devoted much of his time to statesmanship and, as a result, come to 

an untimely end. As Boethius languished in prison, aware of the end that awaited him, 

he, like Socrates in a similar position, first devoted himself to the writing of verse. 

After a time, however, he turned to the composition of the work which ever since has 

constituted his claim to widespread fame, the Consolation of Philosophy. While the 

Consolation must be classified as a philosophical work, the fact that this can be done 

is, given the circumstances of its composition, somewhat of a mystery. The difficulty 

was well stated by Samuel Johnson, quoted of course by Boswell: "Speaking of 

Boethius, who was the favorite writer of the middle ages, he said it was very 

surprising, that upon such a subject, and in such a situation, he should be magis 

philosophus quam Christianus." That Boethius, on his own insistence the victim of 

gross injustice, should have attempted to reconcile himself to his condemnation and 

approaching execution by appeal to philosophical truths alone, and indeed to the 

example of philosophers alone, is quite surprising. We should expect that the innocent 

victim par excellence would have provided him consolation and example, yet no 



mention is made of Christ, no explicit quotation from Scripture is to be found in the 

Consolation.{1}  

What is the explanation of this strange situation? Does philosophy in the Consolation 

stand for a wisdom which would embrace both sacred and profane knowledge? We 

shall see that this is not the case. Was Boethius perhaps not a Catholic at all, and the 

theological tractates are incorrectly ascribed to him? We have the statement of 

Boethius' contemporary Cassiodorus that these tractates are from the hand of 

Boethius. Any solution to this puzzle can be at best conjectural. H. M. Barrett, in 

Boethius, Some Aspects of His Times and Work (Cambridge, 1940), gives a good 

sampling of proposed solutions and offers one of her own. Hers appears to be no more 

cogent than those she sets aside. She argues that Boethius had devoted his life to 

translating Plato and Aristotle into Latin and that this, by his own word, constituted 

his overriding interest. (In the De syllogismo hypothetico, PL, 64, 831A, he refers to 

his titanic effort as summum vitae solamen, the greatest consolation of his life.) It is 

not surprising, therefore, the argument continues, that in his extremity it would be to 

philosophy, to Plato and Aristotle, that Boethius would turn. Without any intention of 

offering a solution of our own, we might note that we are far from convinced by 

Barrett's. Whatever the explanation of this enigma, however, its very existence 

underlines the fact that a distinction between reasoning which depends upon faith and 

reasoning without such dependence is unquestionably present in the work of Boethius.  

The Consolation is so purely philosophical that at one time scholars doubted that it 

could have been written by a Christian in the circumstances in which the text and 

tradition say it was written. Some of his other works, however, are clearly attempts by 

a believer to make intelligible in the light of truths taken from philosophy central 

objects of Christian faith. Thus, there is prima facie evidence that Boethius 

recognized a distinction between what is held by reason and what is held by faith. 

Moreover, the theological tractates provide overt statements about the relationship 

between these two areas. We intend to examine in turn the tractates and the 

Consolation in order to express as explicitly as possible the views of Boethius on the 

relationship between faith and reason.  

The Theological Tractates. The theological tractates are five in number and seem 

generally to meet the description of Cassiodorus: "He wrote a book on the Holy 

Trinity, certain dogmatic treatises [capita] and a book in refutation of Nestorius." The 

Quomodo trinitas unus deus et non tres dii (or, more simply, On the Trinity); its 

apparent sequel, Utrum pater et filius et spiritus sanctus de divinitate substantialter 

praedicentur (Are Father, Son, and Holy Spirit Predicated Substantiallv or Essentially 

of the Divine Nature?) and the Contra Eutychen et Nestorium (or, more simply, On 

the Two Natures) are mentioned by name; there is no doubt that the How Substances 

Are Good Insofar As They Are (called the De hebdomadibus) is by Boethius. There is 

still doubt as to the authenticity of On the Catholic Faith. Our brief discussion will 

rely only on the four tractates of uncontested authenticity.  

What is Boethius attempting to do in these tractates? Their subject matters are, f irst, 

the doctrine of the Trinity, second, a discussion of the Incarnate Word, and, finally, a 

treatment of the proposition that whatever is is good precisely insofar as it is. St. 

Thomas Aquinas, in the prologue to his exposition of the On the Trinity of Boethius, 

attributes an order to these tractates not unlike the order of his own Summa 
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theologiae. First of all, Boethius is concerned with the one nature of God and the 

three Divine Persons: this is accomplished in On the Trinity. In Utrum pater Boethius 

"treats of the mode of predication we use in the distinction of the Persons and the 

unity of the essence. Secondly, in the De hebdomadibus St. Thomas sees Boethius 

treating of "the procession of created goods from the good God." The third division of 

the tractates has to do with the reparation of creatures through Christ. The faith taught 

by Christ is presented in On the Catholic Faith, and the way in which the human and 

the divine nature are united in the person of Christ is discussed in the work directed 

against Eutychus and Nestorius. Whether Boethius intended this order is irrelevant to 

our ability to see that the tractates do so arrange themselves. It is important to notice, 

moreover, that St. Thomas regards these tractates as theological.  

How does Boethius go about the discussion of the tenets of the Christian faith? In the 

dedication of On the Trinity to his father-in-law, Symmachus, Boethius says, "You 

must however examine whether the seeds sown in my mind by St. Augustine's 

writings have borne fruit." The reference of course is to Augustine's work on the 

Trinity, but St. Thomas sees a methodological import in this reference. "There are two 

ways to discuss the Trinity, as Augustine says in De trinitate, 1,2, namely by appeal 

to authorities or through argumentations [rationes], both of which Augustine used, as 

he himself pointed out. Some of the holy Fathers, like Ambrose and Hilary, pursued 

the one only, namely appeal to authorities; Boethius chooses to proceed according to 

the other manner, namely argumentations, presupposing what has been set forth by 

others by means of authority." This is not to say that Boethius does not accept the fact 

of the Trinity on the authority of faith as something taught by Scripture, interpreted by 

the Church, and expounded by tradition and the Fathers. In the first chapter the point 

is clearly made that it is a matter of Christian belief that the Father is God, the Son is 

God, and the Holy Spirit is God, but that there are not thereby three gods, but one 

only. Boethius does not proceed by showing that this doctrine is contained in 

Scripture and has been taught by the Church or by collecting what others have said 

about this belief. Instead, he wants to show the intelligibility of this accepted belief by 

appeal to argumentation. From what then will he argue? "So I purposely use brevity 

and wrap up the ideas I draw from the profound inquiries of philosophy in new and 

unaccustomed words which speak only to you and to myself (Proemium) Boethius 

appeals to philosophical truth to explain the unity of the divine nature and the Trinity 

of Persons. He does not intend these arguments to lead to the conclusion that there 

must be a Trinity of Divine Persons: this is ever assumed as a belief. Nor will his 

arguments eliminate the necessity of belief in the Trinity. At the end of the tractate he 

writes: "If with God's help I have furnished some support in argument to an article 

which stands by itself on the firm foundation of faith, I shall render joyous praise for 

the finished work to him from whom the invitation comes. But if human nature has 

failed to reach beyond its limits, whatever is lost through my infirmity must be made 

good by my intention." Boethius' method amounts to an effort to speak in a manner 

intelligible to one trained in philosophy of those things which every Christian firmly 

believes. The article of faith is not held more firmly because of the arguments given, 

yet Boethius sees the attempt to "conjoin" faith and reason as something incumbent 

on himself and others. "If I am right and speak in accordance with the faith, I pray you 

to confirm me," he writes to the deacon John at the end of the second tractate. "But if 

you are in any point of another opinion, examine carefully what I have said, and if 

possible, join faith and reason [et fidem si potent rationemque coniunge]."  



The rationes of Boethius in these tractates are undertaken with a view toward 

supporting belief; in this they differ from the efforts of philosophers. The points he 

considers would not even be discussed apart from divine faith, and the arguments 

adduced do not so ground the truths in question that faith becomes unnecessary to 

hold them as certainly true. When Boethius remarks that he is borrowing from the 

inquiries of philosophers, we must not understand him to mean that his task consists 

simply of the application of ready-made philosophical views. Many of the 

philosophical points he makes appear to be original contributions. An indication of 

the philosophy which enters into the tractates may be had by examining somewhat 

closely On the Trinity.  

In the first chapter of the tractate Boethius states that it is a matter of Christian faith 

that the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God and that 

nevertheless there are not three gods but one only. This dogma is simply asserted as a 

proposition of Christian belief; it is no part of Boethius' task to establish that it is 

contained in Scripture. Given this revealed truth, which is accepted on the authority of 

God, a man who is trained in philosophy will reflect on it in such a way that he will 

bring it into juxtaposition with naturally known truths. The term of such reflection 

will not be a knowledge of the Trinity of Persons which is independent of faith. Faith 

in the doctrine is the starting point of the tractate, and, at its end, it is by faith alone 

that one accepts the Trinity as a truth.  

Many of the naturally known truths which Boethius brings to bear on the doctrine of 

the Trinity have an Aristotelian origin. For example, in the first chapter, having noted 

that Catholics maintain that the unity of three Persons in the Trinity involves an 

absence of difference, Boethius undertakes an analysis of three kinds of difference 

whose immediate source is probably Porphyry but which derive ultimately from 

Aristotle. The denial of difference in the Persons of the Trinity is ambiguous until we 

have examined the kinds of difference and seen that none of them is applicable to the 

Divine Persons. Things differ generically, specifically, and numerically; similarly, 

things are generically, specifically, or numerically the same. Since sameness and 

difference are correlatives, Boethius can proceed by analyzing these types of 

sameness. Things are generically the same which share a common form which admits 

of further formal differentiation. For example, a man and a horse are generically the 

same with respect to animality. Things are specifically the same which share a 

common form which is not susceptible of further formal differentiation. For example, 

Cato and Cicero share the common form humanity. Things are numerically the same 

which differ only in name. For example, Tully and Cicero are but one person. 

Individuals of the same species differ because of their accidents.  

Before applying these distinctions to the dogma of the Trinity, Boethius begins his 

second chapter by recalling Aristotle's division of theoretical philosophy into physics, 

mathematics, and theology. We will return to this subject later. All we need note now 

is the characterization of divine things, the objects of theology, as things which are 

free of matter and motion. Therefore, in treating them we must relinquish any appeal 

to the imagination. Material things are compounds of matter and form which owe 

their being principally to their form. That which is not pure form is not identical with 

its essence (a man is not humanity), but that which is form alone is identical with its 

essence. God, being pure form, is his own essence, and specific and generic 

differences cannot apply to God. In composed things we must trace their possession 



of accidents, not to their form, but to their matter or substratum. Thus, while it may be 

true to say that a man is white, it is not humanity that is white. Therefore, to be white 

is accidental to man and inheres in him because of the subject of the form and not 

because of the form itself. God, since he is pure form and without subject or 

susbtratum, will not be the subject of any accidents. But numerical difference has 

been said to arise from accidents. Therefore, there can be no numerical difference in 

God.  

God is completely one because no difference or plurality of the admitted kinds is 

applicable to him. Nevertheless, Boethius observes in chapter three, when we say the 

Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God, we use the term "God" 

three times. Since three is a number, this seems to predicate numerical difference of 

God, whose nature is supposed not to permit numerical diversity. In response to this 

difficulty Boethius distinguishes two kinds of number. They are exemplified by the 

abstract and concrete terms "unity" and "one." A thing is one; unity is that whereby 

the oneness of the thing is signified. So too with "duality" and "two." Now, in 

speaking of one and the same thing we may say of it that it is one coat, one garment, 

and one vestment. This verbal repetition does not multiply the thing we are talking 

about. Neither does the repetition of "God" in the statement that the Father is God, the 

Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God mean that we are enumerating three Gods.  

The point Boethius has tried to make is that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit must be 

the same God because none of the modes of difference is applicable to them. 

Nevertheless, the Father is not the Son, nor the Son the Father, nor is either or both 

the Holy Spirit. Belief in the unity of the divine nature does not, therefore, exclude the 

difference of Persons, and where there is difference there is number. But the only 

source of numerical difference mentioned so far is that which follows on the 

possession of accidents, and God cannot have any accidents since there is no subject 

or substratum of the divine form. Boethius will return to this difficulty, but first he 

wants to discuss the manner in which predicates are applied to God.  

In chapter four Boethius has recourse to the Aristotelian doctrine of categories, the ten 

categories which can be universally predicated of things. As predicated, some of the 

categories are substantial predicates, namely, substance, quantity, and quality, while 

the rest are accidental predicates. Boethius states that none of these categories can 

mean the same thing as predicated of God and creature. Thus, while "God" predicated 

of God would seem to denote a substance, Boethius suggests that we think of it as a 

supersubstantial predicate. Likewise, when we say that God is just or great, these 

predicates must be taken to signify supersubstantial quality and quantity since we do 

not mean to suggest any composition of the divine substance or any accidental 

attribute. God is justice; God is greatness. Boethius goes on to discuss the rest of the 

categories with a view to denying that any of them has application to God. He 

tentatively concludes that substance is the only category that applies to God, although 

this must not be taken to mean that he is a subject. That is, again, the term "substance" 

does not mean the same thing as predicated of God and creature.  

In running through the categories in chapter five Boethius omits any discussion of 

relation; he turns to this category in his sixth chapter, indicating that this has been his 

goal all along. Relative terms, it may be said, do not alter the substance to which they 

are applied. For example, a man is called a master because of his relation to a servant. 



If the servant dies or leaves his employ, the man ceases to be a master, but this does 

not alter his substance in any way. From this observation Boethius wants to conclude 

that the category of relation does not increase, decrease, or in any way alter the 

substance to which it is applied, and on this basis he can say that if Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit relate to the divine nature as predicates of relation, they will not introduce 

any difference into the divine nature itself, although they indicate a difference 

between the Persons in that nature.  

Boethius' general conclusion is that the category of substance preserves the unity of 

the divine nature and the category of relation differentiates the Persons without 

introducing difference into the divine nature as such.  

This glance at On the Trinity gives an indication of the way in which Boethius 

employs philosophy in meditating on the truths of faith. We have stressed his use of 

philosophical doctrines already at hand. Boethius made any number of philosophical 

contributions himself; however, his definitions may have the greatest influence, 

especially those he gave of eternity and person. In the third chapter of his work on 

Nestorius and Eutychus he defines person as naturae rationabilis individua substantia 

(an individual substance of a rational nature). With that definition in hand he was able 

to refute the two heresies. The tractates generally, along with Augustine's works, 

figure in all subsequent theological discussion on the Trinity and Incarnation.  

The theological tractates of Boethius reveal a use of reason and a reliance on 

philosophy in discussions of doctrines of faith which justify calling Boethius the first 

Scholastic. Let us turn now to the work which, as we have indicated, is almost 

disturbingly restricted to the philosophical level.  

The Consolation of Philosophy. This work is divided into five books, in each of which 

a prose section alternates with a verse section. This literary form can be traced back 

through Martianus Capella (who wrote a work on the liberal arts in this form) to 

Varro and on to a Greek origin in the Menippean Satire. (See Barrett, p. 76.) Quite 

apart from its content, on which we shall concentrate, the Consolation enjoyed an 

almost unparalleled fame during the Middle Ages as a work of art. The meters of its 

verse are varied and the result highly esteemed; the style of its prose passages is a 

thing of beauty. One is reminded of the Phaedo of Plato, but with this overwhelming 

difference. Socrates did not compose his immortal epitaph; Plato did -- and in 

retrospect. The Consolation, on the other hand, must have been composed by the 

victim in his cell. This increases the enigma of Boethius. That a man, particularly a 

man of Boethius' talent and background, should have the thoughts expressed in the 

Consolation is understandable enough; that he might write them down does not 

unduly strain the imagination; but that he should cast them into the exacting literary 

form he did is a severe test of our credulity. Nevertheless, there seem to be no grounds 

for skepticism about the facts.  

The central question to which the Consolation addresses itself is this: What rational 

explanation can be found for the fact that the innocent suffer while the wicked not 

only go unpunished but prosper? This seemingly irrational state of affairs must be 

examined to see if it is not, after all, reasonable and tolerable.  



In the opening poem of book one Boethius laments his outcast state. In the prose 

section following he describes the entry into his cell of a woman, tall, majestic, her 

eyes flashing and her manner authoritative. She is Dame Philosophy and she grandly 

dismisses the poetical muses who have been attempting to give solace to a man 

brought up by Eleatic and Academic studies. The muses can only increase his sorrow 

and self-pity. "'But it is rather time,' saith she, 'to apply remedies than to make 

complaints.'" (I, pr. 2) She reminds Boethius that he should know this, since he has 

spent much time under her tutelage. Boethius' spirits begin to rise slightly when he is 

reminded that Philosophy did not abandon Socrates, Anaxagoras, and Zeno in their 

hour of need, and no more will she abandon him. Encouraged, Boethius responds with 

a lengthy account of the evils that have befallen him despite his many contributions to 

the public weal and asks Dame Philosophy why the sovereign harmony which is 

apparent in the cosmos is so conspicuously and sadly absent from the affairs of men 

(pr. 4). Dame Philosophy is distressed to find that Boethius has sunk so low, and she 

undertakes a gradual process of consolation.  

The therapy begins with a number of questions which will enable her to ascertain the 

present condition of Boethius. Boethius is asked if he would say that the world is 

merely the arena of chance and caprice or that it is ordered and directed; he replies 

that it is governed by reason. The world is the handiwork of God who has fashioned it 

and now directs and governs it. What then is man? Boethius knows that he is a 

rational animal, but that is the extent of his answer. Philosophy remarks that he is in 

worse straits than she had thought. Confused about the end of things, Boethius has 

become so forgetful of himself that he thinks the prosperity of the wicked a good and 

the misfortune of the virtuous an evil. "But thanks be to the author of thy health, that 

nature hath not altogether forsaken thee. We have the greatest nourisher of thy health, 

the true opinion of the government of the world, in that thou believest that it is not 

subject to the events of chance, but to divine reason. Wherefore, fear nothing; out of 

this little sparkle will be enkindled thy vital heat." (pr. 6) Nonetheless, given the 

depths of his depression, the first remedies will not be the strongest.  

In book two Philosophy uses the "sweetness of Rhetoric's persuasions" to prepare 

Boethius for more solid consolation. First, they must examine the nature of fortune or 

luck, a natural topic since Boethius considers his present plight to be a misfortune and 

professes surprise at what has befallen him. Philosophy assures him that fortune has 

not changed but with consistent inconsistency now takes away without cause what 

was bestowed without cause. Whether good or bad, fortune is beyond man's control 

and comes to him from outside. Boethius' difficulty is that he does not see that his 

prior state, when he was the recipient of the goods of fortune, was just as irrational as 

his present unfortunate condition. In these restless times Boethius should have been 

impressed by the inconstancy of luck and learned thereby to seek happiness within, in 

an arena where his own efforts can play an essential role. "If blessedness be the 

chiefest good of nature endowed with reason, and that is not the chiefest good which 

may by any means be taken away, because that which cannot be taken away is better, 

it is manifest that the instability of fortune cannot aspire to the obtaining of 

blessedness." (pr. 4) Fortune is more profitable to man when she takes away what has 

been given because then a man must ask what true happiness is.  

Again and again in the sequel he returns to the idea that happiness does not simply 

happen to a man. The third book makes the point in great detail. Happiness cannot be 



a matter of riches or honor or worldly power. Nor can carnal pleasure of whatever sort 

make a man happy. The true good, that in which human happiness lies, cannot be 

found in terrestrial things. Indeed, when we seek the marks of the good we find that 

they must all be found in one substance and that this substance must exist outside the 

material world. God is the sovereign good, and he is also true human happiness. All 

beings aspire to rejoin their source; since all things have the same source, God is the 

universal or common end of everything in the universe. Boethius is urged to turn his 

eyes from earth to heaven if he would find consolation in his darkest hour.  

This sunny view becomes clouded as book four begins. The idea of a benevolent God 

who is the source of the universe and who continues to direct each thing in it seems to 

be contradicted by the existence of evil. Dame Philosophy must be able to solve the 

problem of evil, or what has been said up to now is as nothing. She bends her best 

efforts to the task. If God is the benign governor of the universe, it would seem to 

follow that the good are never without reward and that the evil never go unpunished. 

To see that this is actually the case, we must acquire a perspective which will reveal 

the prosperity of the wicked as only apparent and the suffering of the virtuous as 

something less than unhappiness. Dame Philosophy urges Boethius to the heights 

where he may gain the proper perspective. Boethius is dubious but willing. 

Philosophy argues that it can be shown that if the virtuous are strong, the bad must be 

weak. He is strong who is able to attain the end he seeks, and the end sought by all 

men is nothing else than true happiness. But who can attain this good if not the 

virtuous, and who fail to attain it if not the vicious? Therefore, good men attain the 

object of their desires and evil men do not. The change of perspective Philosophy is 

trying to induce follows on the judgments made in the second and third books. The 

judgment that happiness cannot be constituted by honor, fame, riches, bodily 

pleasures, and so forth must be stringently applied; one must see that though wicked 

men enjoy any or all of these things, they are not thereby happy. The wicked want 

happiness yet are powerless to attain it since they are committed to pseudo-goods. 

There is an echo of Plato and Aristotle in this section. Boethius realizes that the 

wicked are not and cannot be happy. How silly then to envy them. What they require 

is our pity.  

That Boethius is able to acquiesce to all these conclusions is a sign to Dame 

Philosophy that his sanity is returning. She urges him to recognize that whatever 

happens happens because God wills it, and, consequently, everything is ultimately 

ordered to the good. Both good fortune and bad fortune play an edifying role if we 

have the eye to see it. In a profound sense there is no misfortune for the virtuous who, 

similarly, do not view good fortune as a true good.  

The final book of the Consolation takes up the question of the compatibility of 

providence and human freedom. If God directs all things, if his providence 

encompasses everything in the universe, it must direct the acts of men as well. But are 

not human acts precisely those which cannot be directed from without but have their 

source within man? We seem forced to say that free human acts either escape the 

providence of God or, being included in it, are not what they appear, namely, free. 

Dame Philosophy will try to show the compatibility of providence and free will by 

beginning with a discussion of chance events. Aristotle's definition of the chance 

event is accepted. Aristotle had taught that when a determined cause, called such 

because it is ordered to producing a determinate effect, brings about as well or instead 



an unintended result, that result is said merely to happen, to be a chance effect. If it is 

referred back to the cause, the cause is not a determinate explanation of it. If I dig for 

water and strike oil, the discovery of oil is the result of my digging for water, but it is 

unintended and accidental to my intention. Such accidental events may be unintended 

and unforeseen by me, but this does not prevent their being foreseen and intended by 

God. In somewhat the same way, Dame Philosophy suggests, we can find a 

compatibility between our undeniable certitude that we are free agents and the fact 

that our free acts come within the scope of divine providence.  

As the Consolation reaches its term, Boethius is a changed man. At the outset he was 

a sobbing, self-pitying, broken man who was convinced that everything had turned 

against him, that the world, which had hitherto been a fairly reasonable place, had 

become suddenly and inexplicably absurd. Dame Philosophy has led him gradually 

from the view that external events and what other men can confer constitute 

happiness. Good luck is as absurd, finally, as bad luck. Happiness is not thrust upon 

us; it is something we must earn. We learn from considering this world that our 

happiness consists in something beyond this world. A reversal of fortune can be a 

stroke of good luck if we take its occasion to reassess the nature of luck and reflect 

that the world is a whole whose order demands a governor. Our sense of values must 

alter when we contemplate God's governance of the world. The wicked are not happy; 

the unlucky virtuous man is not less virtuous, less truly happy. We can come to see 

that in this world all things work together for good, though it is not our part to grasp 

this truth in detail. Thus, Boethius, unjustly accused and condemned to death, draws 

consolation from these philosophical considerations and is able to face death with 

equanimity.  

As befits philosophy, there is no discussion in the Consolation of the punishment of 

the souls of the wicked after death (IV, pr. 4). The immortality of the soul is said to be 

demonstrable (II, pr. 4). Let us conclude by examining the way in which the 

Consolation treats God, its theology, to determine if it is an example of a theology 

different from that exhibited in the tractates.  

The most striking thing about the Consolation, when compared with the tractates, is 

the absence of any concern with the Trinity. God is often referred to as Father in the 

Consolation, but the word seems to function as the name of a nature, not of a person; 

moreover, it is Plato who suggests the appellation. What attitude is expressed in the 

Consolation with respect to the attainment of philosophical knowledge of God's 

existence? Some have suggested that Boethius has no intention of offering a proof for 

the existence of God since his existence is assumed from the very beginning of the 

work. It is true that God's existence is taken for granted from the very outset, but 

Boethius also argues to that fact on several occasions in the Consolation. In prose ten, 

book three, a proof is found which has been likened to the later proof of St. Anselm.  

In prose twelve of the same book another argument is presented. Boethius had said in 

Quomodo substantiae, with respect to the First Good, that his "being is admitted by 

the universal consensus of learned and unlearned opinion and can be deduced 

[cognosci potest] from the religious beliefs of savage races." In the Consolation he 

gives a learned basis for the assertion that God exists: "This world could never have 

been compacted of so many divers and contrary parts unless there were one that doth 

unite these so different things; and this disagreeing diversity of natures being united 



would separate and divide this concord unless there were one that holdeth together 

what he united. Neither would the course of nature continue so certain, nor would the 

different parts hold so well-ordered motions in due places, times, causality, spaces, 

and qualities unless there were one who, himself remaining quiet, disposeth and 

ordereth this variety of motions. This, whatsoever it be, by which things created 

continue and are moved, I call God, a name which all men use." (III, pr. 12)  

It seems legitimate to conclude that Boethius recognizes in the Consolation that God's 

existence can be known from reason alone. Although he was a Christian, the 

Consolation seems a conscious attempt to remain on the level of natural reason, 

unaided by faith, in order to show that a rational preparation for faith is possible. 

There is a God who governs all things, and it is in him that perfect happiness is to be 

found. Christian faith teaches us far more of God than philosophy can and elevates us 

to the level of friendship with God. Nevertheless, one can find the beginnings of 

consolation in philosophy.  

C. Division of Philosophy 

Having seen Boethius' de facto recognition of the autonomy of philosophical 

reasoning, let us turn now to his remarks on the nature and division of philosophy. 

While these remarks are fairly schematic and derivative, they are important because 

they were the vehicles whereby the Aristotelian division of philosophy was made 

known to later thinkers to whom the treatises of Aristotle containing the doctrine 

which makes the division meaningful were unknown. This fact led to some rather 

curious commentaries on the texts of Boethius which we want now to examine. 

However, because of the influence of Boethius the way had been more or less paved 

for the Aristotelian corpus as it became known at the end of the twelfth century.  

In his first commentary on Porphyry, Boethius must ask what philosophy is and what 

its main divisions are to explain the role the Isagoge was intended to perform: "First 

of all we must ask what philosophy itself is. For philosophy is the love, pursuit of, 

and, in a certain way, friendship with wisdom." (PL, 64,1OD) This love of wisdom is 

described as an illumination of the intelligence by pure wisdom itself and is, 

therefore, the study of divinity. Truth in speculation is caused by this illumination as 

well as by rectitude of action: "For philosophy is a genus having two species, one 

which is called theoretical, the other practical, that is, speculative and active." (11A) 

Each of the species of philosophy is further subdivided into three parts. In the second 

chapter of his De trinitate Boethius had written:  

There are three parts of speculative philosophy. Natural philosophy considers things 

in motion which are not abstract; it considers the forms of bodies together with their 

matter since such forms cannot be actually separated. These bodies are in motion (for 

example, earth is borne downward, fire upward) and a form conjoined to matter is in 

motion. Mathematics considers inabstract things without motion, for it speculates on 

the forms of bodies without the matter and therefore without motion. These forms, 

since they are in matter, cannot be separated from it. Theology is concerned with 

abstract things separable from motion since the substance of God lacks both matter 

and motion.  



Thus, in this text Boethius seems to be giving a fairly straightforward statement of the 

Aristotelian position according to which the division of the speculative sciences does 

not argue for three distinct realms of entities. However, the approach of the 

commentary on Porphyry links the three theoretical sciences to three types of things: 

"There will be just as many species of speculative science as there are things worthy 

of speculation." (PL, 64, 11B) He names these types of things intellectibles, 

intelligibles, and naturals. Intellectibles are defined as things which always subsist 

one and the same in their proper divinity and are grasped, not by the senses, but by 

intellect alone. Examples are God and the soul. Intelligibles are causes of sublunary 

things, and soul is mentioned here too because, due to its contact with body, it 

degenerates from the state of being an intellectible and becomes an intelligible. 

Beatitude will consist in turning toward intellectibles. A third branch of theoretical 

science is concerned with bodies and their properties and can be called physiology. It 

is noteworthy that Boethius, while he associates intellectibles with theology and 

bodies with physics, does not align intelligibles with mathematics.  

The passage in the commentary on Porphyry suggests a Neoplatonic declension 

toward matter, and we seem faced with a real hierarchy. This impression is 

strengthened by a passage in On Arithmetic, one quoted, incidentally, by Scotus 

Erigena (PL, 122,498C). Here we read that qualities, quantities, forms, magnitudes, 

places, times, and such are, in their proper nature, incorporeal, immutable substances; 

they are changed, however, by their participation in body. (PL, 63,1079D - 1081A)  

Boethius has presented the Aristotelian division of theoretical philosophy in the De 

trinitate in terms of abstraction or nonabstraction from matter in being and in thought. 

Elsewhere, however, he speaks of a hierarchy of entities in terms of degeneration 

from true being, a falling off into matter, which is redolent of Neoplatonism. Which 

of these positions Boethius himself held has been the object of lengthy discussion. We 

will be able to propose an answer against the background of Boethius' treatment of the 

problem of universals.  

D. The Status of Universals 

Pascal once mused that the whole history of the world would have been different if 

Cleopatra's nose had been a bit longer. It is far less remote to say that much of the 

philosophy of the Early Middle Ages would have been utterly different if it had not 

been for a brief remark of Porphyry in his Isagoge, that is, introduction, to the 

Categories of Aristotle. In this work Porphyry proposes to discuss the notions 

prerequisite to an understanding of Aristotle's work on the ten genera of being. 

Porphyry mentions the five predicables: genus, species, difference, property, and 

accident. Before getting down to them, however, he sets aside the problem posed by 

two widely different opinions regarding the status of the predicables, the opinions of 

Plato and Aristotle: "For the present I shall not discuss the question whether genera 

and species really exist or are bare notions only; and if they exist, whether they are 

corporeal or incorporeal beings; whether they are separate from sensible things or 

exist in them and in relation to them. Such matters are of the highest difficulty and 

demand a higher kind of inquiry." What could be more challenging to a reader than to 

be told that there is a profound and difficult problem, namely, such and such, which 

will not be treated in the present work? Boethius rose to the bait twice in his 

commentaries on Porphyry, and, because of the influence of Boethius, the problem 



was transmitted to the Christian schools, where many were to follow his example and 

propose solutions to the problem Porphyry considered too difficult to discuss in an 

introductory work.  

The problem of universals, as it is stated by Porphyry, comprises three questions: Are 

genera and species subsistent entities, and, if so, are they separate from the things of 

sense experience or is the universal somehow present in sensible singulars? What 

explains Porphyry's reluctance (and distinguishes Boethius' treatment from most 

others until the end of the twelfth century) is the recognition that the quarrel to which 

he alludes is as much or more a metaphysical than a logical one. Boethius was 

acquainted with the works of Plato and Aristotle, but for centuries during which the 

problem of universals was discussed all the Aristotle known to the disputants was a 

few logical works translated by Boethius. Of Plato, all that was directly known was 

the Timaeus in the translation of Chalcidius. (Of course, much "Platonism" was 

known.) While the various theories on the status of universals, which grew ever more 

complex, were presented in a time when the historical background in Greek thought 

was but dimly perceived, they cannot be viewed as a mere waste of time. The problem 

involved logic, psychology, and metaphysics; moreover, its association with the 

divine Ideas and creation makes proposed solutions important.  

Boethius' first commentary on the Isagoge opens as a dialogue, but there is less and 

less concession to that literary form as the commentary proceeds; the second 

commentary is a straightforward one by previous design. We shall concern ourselves 

with the second commentary. (PL, 64,82A - 86A) The discussion is organized as 

follows: having noted Porphyry's reluctance to treat the problem of universals, 

Boethius first indicates the triple question involved. Next, he undertakes the solution 

of the three difficulties, first by noting the ambiguity of the question and then by 

presenting his solution. In following his division we shall make some mention of 

Boethius' first commentary and rely as well on other writings of his. Finally, because 

of his closing statement, we will seek elsewhere indications of disagreement with the 

Aristotelian solution Boethius here sets forth.  

The Questions. In dismissing the problem of universals Porphyry has indicated that it 

involves three questions. In his first commentary Boethius is content with a 

clarification of these three questions; in the second, this clarification is prefatory to a 

solution. Three activities of the mind (animus) are mentioned. Mind conceives with 

the understanding or intellect (intellectus), describes to itself what has been so 

conceived with the reason (ratio), or depicts for itself by empty imagination 

(imaginatio) what is not. To which of these activities of mind should genera and 

species be ascribed? Are they due to true understanding or to the empty play of 

imagination? In this fashion Boethius sets up the first Porphyrian problem: Do genera 

and species exist or are they bare notions only, that is, are they had by true 

understanding or made by mendacious imagination? If we decide that they are objects 

of true understanding, it remains to determine the nature of genus. Whatever is is 

either corporeal or incorporeal: if genera exist, they must fall under one of these 

headings. And this is the second question.  

The third question, arising on the assumption that genera exist and are incorporeal, is 

this: Do genera subsist only in bodies or in themselves? There are, Boethius points 

out, two kinds of incorporeal things, namely, those which subsist separately from 



bodies -- for example, God, mind (mens), and soul (anima) -- and those which cannot 

exist separately -- for example, line, surface, particular qualities. The latter are 

incorporeal in the sense that they are not tridimensionally extended in space.  

The Solution. If these are the three questions to be answered, there remain certain 

ambiguities which must be dispelled before a solution can be proposed. By ambiguity 

Boethius here means dichotomy or antinomy, for he examines the apparent 

impossibility of either the existence or truth of genera and species. Genera and species 

either subsist and exist, or they are products of understanding (intellectus) and thought 

(cogitatio) alone. Arguments are adduced to show that genera and species cannot exist 

and that they cannot be true notions.  

To show that it is impossible for genera and species to exist, Boethius argues that if 

genus, for example, is common, it cannot be one, and if it is one, it cannot be 

common. Whatever is common cannot be one. But the genus is in many species, and 

wholly not partially in each of them. Therefore, the genus cannot be one. But if it is 

not one, it simply cannot exist, for whatever is, is one. Moreover, if the genus is not 

numerically one, but multiple, we shall always have to seek its genus, and we would 

thereby be involved in an infinite regress.  

If, to avoid this, we say that the genus is numerically one, we compound the 

difficulty, for how then could it be common? Boethius enumerates three modes of 

community: (1) If a single thing is common, it is common by parts and not as a whole. 

Thus, a common dish at the table is common to all the diners in that each will receive 

part and not in that each will receive the whole dish. (2) Or it is common 

suecessively; for example, several men may share the same automobile, each having 

the use of the whole car, but at different times. (3) Or a thing can be simultaneously 

and totally common, as a film is common to everyone seated in the theatre -- but of 

course it is not substantially common to them. None of these ways in which 

something numerically one is common to many can explain the community of genus, 

for the latter must be wholly, simultaneously, and substantially common to 

individuals. Such a mode of community seems impossible. The genus cannot be one 

because it is common, and its community prevents our ever arriving at a supreme 

genus; if taken to be one, the genus cannot be common. Either way, then, it seems that 

the genus cannot be said to exist.  

Turning now to the other side of the original dichotomy, Boethius examines the 

possibility that genera and species do not exist but are merely products of thought. 

This too involves an ambiguity or dichotomy. Whatever is in a concept (intellectus) 

refers to a subject thing and either reflects the way the subject itself is constituted or 

the way in which it is not constituted. If genera and species are intellectus of the 

subject as it exists, they cannot be simply in the mind but are truly in things as well. In 

other words, they would exist, and we are thus led back to the previous consideration. 

The alternative, then, is to say that the intellectus of the genus is not taken from the 

thing as it exists, that it is a vain idea. This cannot be the solution, for it consists in 

understanding the thing otherwise than as it exists.  

The upshot of these analyses is that genus and species neither exist nor, when thought, 

are true ideas, conclusions which, as Boethius points out, are calculated to disturb one 

about to investigate the predicables. If he cannot solve these problems, whose 



difficulty Boethius has just heightened remarkably, he will be in the position of 

examining what may neither exist nor be true. The following schema summarizes 

Boethius' presentation of the "ambiguities" which attend the Porphyrian problem:  

• Genera and Species  

o either exist and subsist, whichis impossible, since they are  

▪ either one and thus not common  

▪ or many and involve an infinite regress  

o or they are formed by thought alone, which is impossible, for they are  

▪ either ideas of things as they are and then themselves exits  

▪ or ideas of things as they are not and thus are false.  

Boethius leads us out of the dilemma by denying the exhaustiveness of the division. 

Relying on Alexander but using primary Aristotelian doctrine, Boethius argues that 

not every idea which is not of a subject as it exists is false. The truth of this is 

established by noting the difference between the mind's act of understanding and its 

act of composition. Only the latter can properly be said to involve true or false 

opinion. Boethius' example is the composition of man and horse in the notion of 

centaur. (Of course, false opinion is had only in the assertion that centaurs really 

exist.) Mental acts of division and abstraction are productive of ideas not constituted 

as the thing is, but such ideas are not thereby false. Thus, the mind can consider line 

apart from sensible bodies, although the line could not actually subsist in this way. 

This example is a familiar one in Aristotle. (See Physics, II, 2.) The line, then, is an 

incorporeal thing which the mind can separate and distinguish from the confused 

thing given to the senses. Thus genera and species are found either in incorporeal or in 

corporeal things; in the latter case the mind abstracts "the nature of incorporeals from 

bodies, and beholds it alone and pure as the form itself is in itself." (85A)  

Genera and species are gathered from the individuals in which they are, not by a 

mental composition, but by abstractions and divisions. Genera and species are in the 

individuals, that is, and become universal insofar as they are thought: "Species must 

be seen to be nothing other than the thought collected from the substantial likeness of 

individuals unlike in number, and genus the thought collected from the similarity of 

species." (85C) In things this similarity is sensible; in universals it is intelligible. 

Thus, genera and species subsist in individuals: what becomes universal when it is 

thought subsists only in sensibles. We have here the solution of Porphyry's problem. 

Boethius has indicated in which sense genus and species subsist (in sensibles, not as 

universals), that although incorporeal in themselves, they are found in sensible bodies, 

and that they are not false, though they do not reflect things as they exist.  

The solution proposed by Boethius is intended to be an Aristotelian one. From this 

point of view the likening of line and man on the basis of incorporeality seems to pose 

a great difficulty. In his first commentary, while discussing the first question, 

Boethius observed that man's mind understands things present to sense through 

sensible qualities and that concepts formed from these prepare a way toward 

understanding incorporeal things; thus, when I see singular men, I also know that I see 

them and that they are men. The species man, we are told, should not be called 

corporeal because it is grasped by the mind and not by the senses. "Incorporeal things 

are those which can be grasped by none of the senses, but what they are is made 

known solely by the consideration of the mind." Nevertheless, in pursuing the 



question whether the genus is corporeal or incorporeal, Boethius begins to speak of 

the corporeal genus. Substance, he notes, is a genus, and its species are corporeal and 

incorporeal. Since the genus is not identical with that which divides it into species, 

that is, the differences substance is neither corporeal nor incorporeal qua substance. 

"But some species are corporeal, others incorporeal. For if you place man under 

substance, you would introduce a corporeal species; if God, an incorporeal one."  

The apparent contradiction involved in saying that genera and species are incorporeal 

and that some species are corporeal, when resolved, will resolve as well the difficulty 

inherent in likening line and man on the basis of incorporeality. Boethius himself asks 

how the incorporeal can be called corporeal. When one says the genus is incorporeal, 

he explains, the genus is not being considered insofar as it represents some nature, but 

insofar as it is a genus. Therefore, when substance is the genus, we do not consider it 

insofar as it is substance, but insofar as it has species under it. This surely 

distinguishes being predicable of many from the corporeal nature to which this 

relation attaches; the relation of predicability is not itself corporeal nor is the nature as 

it actually takes on this relation, that is, in the mind. This distinction should allay the 

reader's fear that Boethius, by likening line and man on the basis of incorporeality, 

means to suggest that Aristotle taught their definition would exhibit an equal freedom 

from sensible matter. What line and man have in common is that each involves 

considering apart from sensible things what cannot exist apart. As species, that is, 

given their condition in the mind and the relation of predicability attributed to them in 

that state, they can both be called incorporeal. Nevertheless, the nature reflected by 

the intellectus will in one case he incorporeal (insensible) and in the other corporeal.  

F. Plato or Aristotle? 

By saying that he has presented an Aristotelian solution to the problem of universals, 

not because he agrees with it, but because the Isagoge is an introduction to an 

Aristotelian work (86A), Boethius leaves the impression that he himself may prefer 

Plato's position on the matter. And Plato's position, according to Boethius, is that 

"genera and species and the rest not only are understood as universals but also are and 

subsist without bodies." (86A) To settle this question, we are referred to texts in the 

Consolation and in De trinitate.  

In the fifth book of the Consolation Boethius is concerned in a particular way with the 

relationship between God's providence and man's free will. Already in the third poem 

of this book a Platonic note has been struck, for it invokes the preexistence of the soul 

and knowledge as remembering.{2} Indeed, earlier, having written in a poem (III, xi), 

"If the muse of Plato does not mislead, whatever we learn is a science forgotten that 

we but recall to memory," he goes on to say in prose twelve: "'But I passionately 

ascribe to the view of Plato,' I cried, 'for this is the second time you have recalled 

what my spirit had forgotten, first due to its contact with the body, then when I was 

crushed under the weight of woe.'"  

Such remarks form the basis for judgments that Boethius is at heart a Platonist. Prose 

four of book five of the Consolation is most frequently cited as indicating that 

Boethius personally favored the Platonic solution to the problem of universals. 

Boethius is speaking of divine foreknowledge and our free acts. He points out that we 

ourselves foresee things which do not come about by necessity. For example, we 
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watch an artisan at work and know that soon he will do such and such, although he is 

not compelled to do so. "There you have facts known in advance the realization of 

which is free. For, if present knowledge does not impose any character of necessity on 

events, foreknowledge of the future does not render future facts necessary." But is it 

not wrong to think one has certain knowledge of what will not come about 

necessarily? "If facts whose realization is uncertain are foreseen as certain, we are 

faced with the obscurity of conjecture and not the truth of science; for you believe that 

to think something to be other than it is is to fall short of the integrity of science. The 

cause of this error is that all one knows is thought to be known from the very nature 

and essence of the object, which is false. In fact every known object is grasped not in 

terms of its own essence but in terms of the capacity of the knower."  

He goes on to illustrate the different ways in which sense, imagination, reason, and 

intelligence know man: "The senses pronounce on the form constituted in a particular 

subject matter, whereas imagination judges the form without the matter. Reason goes 

beyond this and, by a universal examination, determines the species which is in the 

singulars. The eye of intelligence is at a yet higher level; it perceives, by the unique 

penetration of its proper activity, the simple form itself." Now in this cognitive 

hierarchy the upper stages comprise and go beyond the lower: "Reason, once it  

distinguishes the universal, no longer has need of sense or imagination to understand 

the objects of sense and imagination. Reason it is that gives the definition as its proper 

work: man is a two-footed animal endowed with reason. Once the general notion is 

had, no one is unaware that it is an object pertaining to sense and imagination, but 

reason examines it without the aid of sense and imagination." The point of this 

passage is that the existing man does not, as such, explain the different ways he is 

known by sense, imagination, and reason.  

The passage just quoted, moreover, throws light on a point we discussed earlier and 

seems to argue for an abstractive view of knowledge while at the same time 

cautioning against taking knowledge as a mere passive reflection of reality. The next 

poem (v. 4) stresses this point, taking issue with the Stoics. Knowledge requires that 

the knower be agent as well as patient. "Here is a power far more efficacious than that 

which receives the imprint of matter." There must be a prior passion of our living 

body if knowledge is to take place, a passion which incites the first motions of the 

mind.{3} Aroused by impinging colors or noises, the mind forms species intrinsic to 

itself which can then be applied to exterior things. The use of the participle excitans 

could seem to suggest something innate and dormant in the mind. This impression is 

strengthened by the next prose section (v. 5). Boethius (more accurately, Dame 

Philosophy) argues that if our mind has its own inner forms, although it requires the 

prior passion of the body, so much the more independent of body will be those minds 

which are not in bodies. The description of the coming into being of inner forms from 

a quiescent state suggests a Platonic view of human intellection.{4} This and not the 

previous prose section could be cited as exhibiting a Platonic rather than an 

Aristotelian bent in Boethius.  

This same prose section indicates that intelligence is not a human faculty. Reason is 

proper to man, and reason is concerned with the universal. Once more we are 

reminded that reason comprises in itself the objects of sense and imagination. Then 

follows this passage, important for the problem of universals:  
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What would happen if sense and imagination would resist reason and deny the 

universal reason sees? What pertains to sense and imagination cannot have the status 

of universality; therefore, either the judgment of reason is true and nothing sensible 

exists, or since it knows that the majority of its notions depend on sense and 

imagination, it is the work of reason which is vain when it considers what is sensible 

and imaginable as universal. If reason reply that it considers the data of sense and 

imagination from a universal point of view but that these faculties cannot pretend to a 

universal knowledge since they cannot transcend corporeal forms, if it says that  in 

knowledge it is necessary to prefer the most sure and advanced judgment -- given 

such a debate, would not we who enjoy both reason and sensing incline to the cause 

of reason?  

It will be noticed that Boethius, while insisting on the sui generis activity of reason, 

always allows for the necessary precedence of sensation and imagination. Taken as 

such, this permits either the Platonic or Aristotelian theories, but in the Consolation 

abstraction does not loom as large as the view that forms, quiescent in mind, are 

awakened when the mind considers the data of sensation.  

Turning now to the De trinitate, let us recall first that, in his proemium to the tractate, 

Boethius asks Symmachus to seek in the work the fruit of the seed sown in his mind 

by the doctrine of Augustine. In the second chapter, having distinguished the three 

kinds of theoretical sciences, Boethius goes on to distinguish God, who is pure form, 

from all other beings which are not pure forms but images. Nevertheless, everything 

is because of its form. "Omne namque esse ex forma est." A statue is a statue because 

of its shape or form, not because it is bronze; bronze is bronze, not because of the 

earth which is its matter, but because of its form. Earth is not earth because of prime 

matter but due to the forms of weight and dryness. "Nothing is said to be because of 

its matter but because of its proper form." The divine substance is form without 

matter, one, its own essence:  

Other things are not what they are, for each of them has its being from those things of 

which it is made, that is, from its parts; it is this and that, a compound of parts, but 

neither this nor that alone, as earthly man is made up of soul and body, he is soul and 

body, and neither soul nor body alone; therefore, he is not identical to what he is. 

What is not this and that, but only this, truly is what it is and is best and most because 

dependent on nothing.  

F. K. Rand, in his edition of Boethius, tells us that this passage shows that Boethius is 

definitely committed to Plato's position regarding universals. It is difficult to accept 

this without qualification. Does Boethius, by speaking of "earthly man," mean to 

imply that there is another man not composed of body and soul? A man subsisting 

separately from the singular men of our experience? Boethius does point out that 

humanity can appear to have properties which are really accidents of the man whose 

form humanity is and not those of humanity as such. Other forms, those which are 

without matter, "cannot be subjected to or be in matter, for they would then be images 

not forms. From these forms outside of matter those forms come which are in matter 

and body." Does this mean that the form, humanity, subsists separately from singular 

men? In a sense, yes; indeed, forms in matter are properly speaking not forms but 

images. "For the others which are in bodies we abusively call forms; in fact they are 

images. They are assimilated to those forms which are not constituted in matter." 



What the things of this world image, surely, are the divine Ideas. We have here, it 

would seem, the fruit of Augustine's seeds of doctrine a Platonism, perhaps, but again 

a highly modified one.  

F. Conclusion 

Boethius, even more than Augustine, is a bridge between the world of classical 

philosophy and the medieval world to come. Many centuries will intervene before we 

will encounter another figure in whose mind a thorough knowledge of Greek 

philosophy combines with theological interests and talents. It is a cause for 

lamentation that Boethius had hardly the time to begin the massive task of translation 

he had set himself, although we can only speculate on what the results of a complete 

knowledge of Aristotle and Plato would have meant in the immediately following 

centuries. Perhaps it is better to be grateful that Boethius did manage to translate some 

works of Aristotle, for, in periods when men had at least a fleeting leisure for such 

pursuits, these works provided a basis for speculation and generally interesting 

discussion. Moreover, something of Greek philosophy is passed on in the independent 

works of Boethius, and even when the context of those fragmentary retentions is 

unknown, some intellectual benefit was derived from attempting to grasp their 

meaning. In sum, the writings of Boethius may be said to be a reminder of a soon-to-

be-lost philosophical greatness and the promise of a theological flowering to come 

many centuries later. Before that later renaissance could come, there were many 

centuries during which the best that men of the West could do was to strive to 

preserve what had been handed down to them. Infrequently, but sometimes, a man 

arises who surmounts the restrictions of his time, but it will not be until the twelfth 

century that we encounter thinkers who approximate the stature of Boethius.  
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{1} Gilson, in History of Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages, p. 102, finds 

quotation from Scripture (Wisdom 8:1), in book three, prose twelve.  
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{2} "Now beclouded by body, it (the soul) has not wholly forgotten its pristine state 

but keeps the memory of the whole, though it has lost the detail. He who seeks troth 

finds himself therefore in an intermediary state: he knows not and yet he is not wholly 

ignorant; he consults the whole of which he has retained the memory, by recalling 

what he saw above, so that it might be able to add what has been forgotten to what has 

been retained."  

{3} "Praecedit tamen excitans/ Ac vires animi movens/ Vivo in corpore passio." 

(11,30-33)  

{4} "If in the perception of objects the organs of sense are struck by exterior 

impressions and the activity of spiritual energy is preceded by a physical sensation 

which provokes the action of intelligence and awakes in it the inner forms sleeping 

there, if, I say, in the perception of objects the mind is not informed by sensation but 

judged by its proper power, the data of sense, so much the more will beings free from 

all physical influence be independent of the external world in their judgments. . . ." (v. 

pr. 5)  

Part I: The Age of Augustine 

Chapter V 

Cassiodorus, Isadore, Bede 

A contemporary of Boethius, as we have already noted, Cassiodorus Senator (c.480 - 

c.570) is sometimes thought to have been a student of Boethius as well. Like Boethius 

he was engaged in political affairs under the Goths, in the tradition of his family, but 

unlike Boethius he managed to survive his service. Various reasons are given for this, 

and it is not uncommon to accuse Cassiodorus of obsequiousness and opportunism, a 

charge which finds some foundation in his flattering appraisal of the Goths in his 

historical works. The importance of Cassiodorus for our purposes resides in the fact 

that he was the founder of a monastery at Vivarium, his family estate in Southern 

Italy, where the finest library in the West was collected. While he himself seems to 

have never become a monk, Cassiodorus was the patron of the monastery and lived in 

its neighborhood. For the monks he wrote a book called the Institutiones, the first part 

of which dealt with Scripture, the second with the liberal arts. In urging the monks to 

intellectual pursuits Cassiodorus was instrumental in making the monastery the 

repository of ancient culture during the ages when contact with the past might quite 

easily have been wholly lost. Indeed, the Institutiones of Cassiodorus begins a 

tradition of summarizing and epitomizing ancient wisdom. Of this work Cassiodorus 

said that he would not there command his own doctrine but that of the ancients. This 

heritage must be praised and taught, for it would be impious to shrug off what the 

ancients did by way of praise of God.  

The second part of the Institutiones, which deals with the liberal arts, was particularly 

influential, often being copied separately. Although Cassiodorus, true to his promise, 

gives us very little in it that cannot be found in earlier writers, he passed on the 

divisions of philosophy, both the Stoic and the Aristotelian, the division of the liberal 
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arts into the trivium and quadrivium, and had something to say under each heading 

which was of increasing interest when the original sources were lost from view.  

Cassiodorus is insistent that the number of the liberal arts is seven, going so far as to 

adduce scriptural passages to support it.{1} If there are seven liberal arts, what is meant 

by "liberal" and what by "art"? When he says that he will first speak of grammar since 

it is the source and basis of liberal letters, Cassiodorus pauses to discuss the meaning 

of "liber." In Latin this term can mean either book or free, and Cassiodorus is 

concerned to explain this equivocation. Book is signified by "liber" because in early 

times writing was done on bark freed from trees. Thus, "liberal" in the phrase "liberal 

arts" refers to the fact that books are involved in their pursuit. Cassiodorus thus does 

not attach the same significance to the term in this context as did the Greeks.  

With respect to the etymology of "art" Cassiodorus suggests that the word has come 

from the fact that art binds and limits (artet) us with its rules, or it may come from the 

Greek term for excellence or skill (arete). From this passage, then, one might 

conclude that liberal arts are those skills or rules gathered in books. Whatever the 

case, there is a most interesting problem raised if not solved by Cassiodorus, namely, 

what is the relation between art and science? Are they the same or different; can we 

speak interchangeably of seven liberal arts and seven liberal sciences, or are some of 

the seven arts and some sciences? The question is raised first with regard to logic, 

"which some prefer to call a discipline and others an art, saying that when someone 

discourses in apodictic or true disputations it ought to be called a discipline, and when 

it is something likely and of opinion, it takes on the name art. Thus it has either name 

depending on the quality of its argumentation." (II.e, n. 17) He notes that Augustine 

speaks of grammar and rhetoric as disciplines (that is, sciences) as Varro had, and that 

Capella entitled his work (which Cassiodorus did not have an opportunity to see) On 

the Seven Disciplines. Discipline indicates that it can be learned, and something will 

be called such insofar as it attains to unchangeable things by the rule of truth. The 

difference between art and science, in short, is that science involves necessity while 

art does not. Insofar as some arguments are certain and some probable, logic can, on 

this basis, be sometimes called science, sometimes art. Cassiodorus returns to this 

point later, referring to Plato and Aristotle: "Between art and science Plato and 

Aristotle, esteemed masters of secular literature, intended this difference, namely, that 

art is concerned with the relations of contingent things, which can be otherwise than 

as they are, whereas discipline is concerned with things which cannot be otherwise." 

(II, 3, n. 20)  

Whether this settles much is extremely doubtful. Given that art is concerned with the 

contingent and science with the necessary, the question remains whether we can call 

geometry, for example, a liberal "art." It would certainly not be said to concern itself 

with the contingent. With respect to logic itself, for which Cassiodorus elaborates the 

distinction, he can be said to have confused the logic of probable argumentation and a 

probable argument.  

On the basis of this one sounding in search of a personal contribution, Cassiodorus 

does not reveal himself to have been an astute thinker. However, his claim to fame 

lies rather in his patronage of the monastery at Vivarium, his concern that the monks 

there devote themselves to both divine and liberal letters, and his pointing the way to 

the encyclopediac type of epitome which performed so useful a function throughout 
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the Early Middle Ages. Some attention has also been paid to Cassiodorus' attempts in 

his De anima to prove the immortality of the soul. He shows that the soul cannot be 

material because it can know spiritual being and must therefore have affinity with 

such an object. This spiritual soul is diffused throughout the body, but everywhere 

distinct from it. Cassiodorus is thought to be trying in this work to reconcile 

conflicting traditions according to which the soul is on the one hand a substance in its 

own right and on the other the form of the body. This difficult reconciliation is not 

achieved by Cassiodorus and indeed must await the advent of St. Thomas in the 

thirteenth century. In the final analysis, then, Cassiodorus deserves mention as patron, 

compiler, and preserver of ancient culture and not as an independent thinker of any 

magnitude.  

In continuity with Cassiodorus, we may mention here the efforts of Isadore of Seville 

(died 636) and the Venerable Bede (673-735), Anglo-Saxon monk of the monastery 

of Yarrow. Isadore's work on Etymologies covered in twenty books a vast range of 

subjects and has been called the first encyclopedia. The first three books of the work 

are devoted to the liberal arts, and Isadore's dependence on Cassiodorus is 

immediately apparent. Indeed, his general method is to reproduce his sources 

verbatim. We find here that art is concerned with the contingent and science with the 

necessary.{2} Nevertheless, Isadore may seem to be straddling the distinction when he 

says, "Disciplinae liberalium artium septem sunt" (there are seven sciences of the 

liberal arts). (I, 2) It is interesting to watch Isadore collate the liberal arts with the 

divisions of philosophy. (See Differentiae, PL, 83,93-94.) He has been discussing the 

difference between eloquence and wisdom (col. 93, n. 148) and goes on (n. 149) to 

point out that the ancients identify wisdom and philosophy, which is the science of 

things human and divine. Moreover, they held that there were three parts of 

philosophy: physics, logic, and ethics. Natural philosophy is ordered to the 

contemplation of the natures of things, logic determines the true from the false, ethics 

is ordered to correct living, its theory and practice. "This three-fold genus of 

philosophy is divided thus by the wise of this world. They say that to physics pertain 

the seven disciplines, of which the first is arithmetic, the second geometry, the third 

music, the fourth astronomy, the fifth astrology,{3} the sixth mechanics, the seventh 

medicine." (Col. 94, n. 150) The seven disciplines here listed are, of course, not the 

traditional liberal arts. One wonders if the distinction of eloquence from wisdom does 

not relegate the trivium to the former and demand an expansion of the quadrivium to 

attain the number seven. Under the heading of ethics, Isadore discusses the four 

cardinal virtues.  

Isadore's sources in this discussion are Cassiodorus and the Augustine of book eight 

of The City of God, but the attempt to fit the seven liberal arts into the threefold 

division of philosophy, derived from the Stoics and ultimately perhaps from Plato, 

appears to be original with him. The attempt raises a good many questions. Do the 

divisions of the arts assigned to a part of philosophy produce subdivisions of that part 

of philosophy? For example, if the quadrivium belongs to physics, are there sciences 

of nature which are not mathematical? Isadore adds that not all the arts he refers to 

physics are suitable for a monk. We may close this brief mention of Isadore by noting 

that Isadore finds the threefold division of philosophy verified in Scripture: physics 

may be found in Genesis and Ecclesiastes, ethics in Proverbs, and logic in the 

Canticle of Canticles and the Gospels.  
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The Venerable Bede, like Isadore in Spain, was lucky enough to be living away from 

the turmoil on the Continent, and he is the beneficiary of a continuous tradition of 

learning in England. Bede is perhaps best known for his Ecclesiastical History of the 

English People, but he also wrote on the liberal arts, composing works on 

orthography, prosody, and figures of speech. His De natura rerum, an encyclopedia 

after the manner of Isadore, is an ambitious compilation. He wrote as well on time 

and on the computation of the date of Easter.  

The works of Bede were to have great influence both at home and on the Continent, 

the last in large part thanks to Alcuin. Through Bede, Isadore, and Cassiodorus, as 

well as independently, Augustine and Boethius emerge as the great authorities in the 

liberal arts.  
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Divine and Human Readings, trans. L. W. Jones (New York, 1946). See P. Courcelle, 
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{1} Institutiones, II, praef., n. 2 (ed. Mynors, p. 89) points out that Scripture makes it 

clear that there are seven arts. Do we not read in the Psalms that David praised God 

seven times a day and that Wisdom has built herself a house, erected on seven pillars? 
So too, in Exodus God tells Moses to make seven lights to illuminate his way. The 

utility of each art for reading Scripture is stressed in the preface to the first book, and 

we sense the influence of Augustine's De doctrina christiana.  

{2} Unfortunately, in his Differentiae Isadore does not contrast science and art.  

{3} "Astronomy is the law of the stars. Astrology defines the changes of the heavens, 

their signs, powers, the rise and fall of stars." (Col. 94, n. 152)  

Part II: The Carolingian Renaissance 

Chapter I 

Alcuin and Rhabanus Maurus 

A. Charlemagne and the Schools 

Already in the time of Boethius, it is fair to say, the lights of learning were out or 

going out across the European continent -- a fact that indicates the urgency as well as 

the poignancy of Boethius' plan to put into Latin the writings of the two greatest 

philosophers of antiquity, Plato and Aristotle. His failure to complete even a 

significant portion of that task is understandable but portentous. The age called for a 
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holding operation, and this commences with the plan of Cassiodorus to have the 

monks of Vivarium devote a good part of their time to the copying of books, a way of 

preserving the cultural heritage which was to become particularly important. Isadore 

of Seville and the Venerable Bede were not original thinkers; they were primarily 

concerned with transmitting in summary form the lore that had come down to them. 

The period known as the Dark Ages, those centuries when learning in any formal or 

institutional sense was all but unknown, may be considered to extend to the ninth 

century, when Charlemagne made a concerted and momentarily successful effort to 

reestablish the schools.  

During the Dark Ages there were, of course, isolated instances of learned men; 

Gregory of Tours (539-594), for instance, who wrote a History of the Franks. Gregory 

chronicled the sad plight of the Church in a disruptive and violent age and lamented 

the limits of his own intellectual formation. An individual priest teaching a gifted 

youngster could hardly be expected to turn the tide of the times, even if the times 

were conducive to learning; what was needed was the establishment of schools, of 

formal education, a systematic and sustained effort to roll back the barbarism brought 

on by successive waves of invaders. The motives for this increasing concern for 

education were at once ecclesiastical and political, and the greatest beneficiaries of 

education were the present and future clergy. However, the move to reestablish the 

schools was extremely important, and its consequences justify talk of a Carolingian 

Renaissance. As will become apparent, the curriculum Charlemagne instituted was 

hardly more than elementary, and the level of instruction, particularly at the 

beginning, remained low; yet, considered against its historical background, 

Charlemagne's reestablishment of schools marked a dramatic forward step, without 

which the later and gradual rise in the quality and quantity of instruction would 

scarcely have been possible.  

The chief mentor and instrument of Charlemagne's plan was Alcuin, but it should not 

be thought that the Emperor's interest in learning began with his contact with Alcuin. 

Prior to the great Briton's arrival on the scene a number of Italian masters who were 

brought back by Charlemagne laid much of the groundwork for later efforts. The first 

of these was Peter of Pisa, who was an old man when Charlemagne induced him to 

come to his court to teach grammar. Peter was also a poet, as was Paul the Deacon, 

another Italian, a monk of Monte Cassino. Paul the Deacon was an historian of some 

accomplishment, the author of a History of the Lombards and a Roman History. He 

wrote a history of the bishop of Metz which traces tbe origins of the Carolingian 

dynasty, and a homilary, a book of lessons for the Divine Office which also served as 

a book of sermons. A third Italian, Paulinus, a grammarian, was at the court at the 

same time as Alcuin.  

Alcuin was to speak of the palace school that he directed at Aachen as not only equal 

to that of ancient Athens but, because of its Christianity, the superior of even the 

cultural milieu that produced Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. He was doubtless in a 

sanguine mood when he penned those lines; the historical facts render the parallel 

ridiculous. Indeed, we have to wait until that later Renaissance which has come to 

usurp the very name before we encounter similarly inflated self-estimates. In the so-

called capitulary of 787 we find a description of what Charlemagne set out to 

accomplish. This document, probably written by Alcuin, gives a clear picture of the 

modesty of their aims. The capitulary addresses the bishops and abbots as follows:  



Be it known to your devotion, pleasing to God, that in conjunction with our faithful 

we have judged it to be of utility that in the bishoprics and monasteries committed hy 

Christ's favor to our charge care should be taken that there shall be not only a regular 

manner of life and one conformable to holy religion but also the study of letters, each 

to teach and learn them according to his ability and the divine assistance. For even as 

due observance of the rule of the house tends to good morals, so zeal on the part of 

the teacher and the taught imparts order and grace to sentences; and those who seek to 

please God by living aright should also not neglect to please him by right speaking. It 

is written "by thine own words shall thou be justified or condemned," and although 

right doing be preferable to right speaking, yet must the knowledge of what is right 

precede right action. Everyone, therefore, should strive to understand what it is that he 

would fain accomplish, and this right understanding will be the sooner gained 

according as the utterances of the tongue are free from error. And if false speaking is 

to be shunned by all men, especially should it be shunned by those who have elected 

to be the servants of truth. During past years we have often received letters from 

different monasteries intorming us that at their sacred services the brethren offered up 

prayers on our behalf, and we have observed that the thoughts contained in these 

letters, though in themselves most just, were expressed in uncouth language, and 

while pious devotion dictated the sentiments, the unlettered tongue was unable to 

express them aright. Hence there has arisen in our mind the fear lest if the skill to 

write rightly were thus lacking, so too would the power of rightly comprehending the 

Sacred Scriptures be far less than were fitting, and we all know that though verbal 

errors be dangerous, errors of the understanding are yet more so. We exhort you, 

therefore, not only not to neglect the study of letters but to apply yourselves thereto 

with perseverance and with that humility which is well pleasing to God, so that you 

may be able to penetrate with greater ease and certainty the mysteries of the Holy 

Scriptures. For as these contain images, tropes, and similar figures, it is impossible to 

doubt that the reader will arrive far more readily at the spiritual sense according as he 

is the better instructed in learning. Let there, therefore, be chosen for this work men 

who are both able and willing to learn, and also desirous of instructing others, and let 

them apply themselves to the work with a zeal equaling the earnestness with which 

we recommend it to them. . . .  

The capitulary obviously aims at the very rudiments of learning. Subsequent 

instructions are somewhat more specific regarding the content of the schooling 

envisaged. Psalms, musical notation, chant, computation of the seasons of the 

liturgical year, and grammar were to be taught. Parish priests were later enjoined to 

set up schools for the children and to teach without payment, although they were 

allowed to accept small gifts from grateful parents. At the same time, teachers were 

cautioned to make certain that they had corrected copies of the books used.  

We will return to the effects of Charlemagne's exhortations; we want now to indicate 

something of the background which produced Alcuin, who was induced to leave his 

native England by Charlemagne and who, more than anyone else, was the spirit 

behind the letter of such capitularies.  

The Barbarian invasion of the British Isles did not extend to Ireland, where learning 

continued to flourish when it had been all but extinguished elsewhere. The Irish 

monks were missionaries, moreover, and it was through their efforts that the learning 

retained in Ireland was brought to Scotland and Northern England. This is not to say 



that England was totally devoid of remnants of past splendor. In the seventh century, 

with the appointment to the archbishopric of Canterbury of Theodore of Tarsus, 

learning experienced a forward surge in England. The twin monasteries of 

Wearmouth and Jarrow, founded by Benedict Biscop (628-690), soon became a 

repository of books, and it was there that one of Benedict's pupils, the Venerable 

Bede, acquired the learning that enabled him to write his great compilations and 

thesauri. Bede's friend, Egbert, became archbishop of York in 732 and founded the 

cathedral school there, amassing a great library for it. Aelbert was his scholasticus, or 

schoolmaster, and it was there that Alcuin studied and later taught, becoming in time 

the scholasticus. Thus, when he was asked by Charlemagne to become master of the 

palace school at Aachen in 782, he brought to it a training in divine and secular 

learning perhaps as great as could be had at that time.  

B. Alcuin (735-804) 

Little is known for certain of Alcuin's origins, although he is thought to have been 

born of noble Northumbrian parents. He was a young boy when he entered the 

cathedral school at York where he was to become master in 767. For fifteen years he 

devoted himself to this school, putting considerable emphasis on the expansion of the 

library. He made several trips to the Continent to seek copies of books. In his poem 

"On the Saints of the Church of York" he describes the life at his school and indicates 

the contents of its library. The curriculum consisted of liberal studies and Scripture, 

the same general plan that was to be followed in the palace school. Alcuin met 

Charlemagne in Parma while he was returning from a trip to Rome, and the following 

year he accepted the invitation to Aachen.  

We have commented that the liberal arts formed the basis of instruction both at York 

and later at the palace school. In earlier chapters we have indicated the traditional 

content of the liberal arts and the work of Martianus Capella, which had set down the 

doctrine in an allegorical fashion. It is a matter of some interest to see how Alcuin 

speaks of these arts and how he relates them to philosophy.  

Among Alcuin's pedagogical writings is a dialogue entitled On Dialectic,{1} in which 

he is being questioned by Charlemagne. Before turning to the subject of the dialogue, 

the king asks about more general matters, and when he asks "What is philosophy?" 

Alcuin replies with the words of Isadore (Etym., VIII, 6), who in turn had borrowed 

them from Cassiodorus (Inst., III, 3, n. 5), who is expressing yet earlier views: 

"Philosophy is an inquiry into natures, knowledge of things human and divine insofar 

as this is possible for man." (PL, 101, col. 952) Moreover, it is rightness of life 

concerned with living well, meditation on death, and contempt for the world, "which 

is especially fitting in Christians who have with discipline conquered secular ambition 

and live in imitation of a future life."  

Alcuin goes on to say that philosophy is made up of science and opinion and proceeds 

to define each. Asked what the parts of philosophy are, he replies that they are three: 

physics, ethics, and logic. At this point he attaches the discussion to the liberal arts. 

There are, he notes, four parts of physics: arithmetic, geometry, music, and 

astronomy. Logic, on the other hand, has two parts: dialectic and rhetoric.{2} Finally, 

he reduced the quadrivium to physics and the trivium to logic. Since philosophy is 

also divided into inspective and actual, that is, theoretical and practical, ethics would 
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presumably fall within the practical part of philosophy. Elsewhere, in On Grammar 

(PL, 101, 853), Alcuin calls the liberal arts septem gradus philosophiae, the seven 

stages on the way to wisdom; they are the seven pillars which support wisdom, and 

one will acquire science only if he is lifted up by the seven arts. But if the liberal arts 

are considered a necessary preparation for the reading of Scripture, the Scriptures 

themselves are thought to be divisible according to the threefold division of 

philosophy. Thus, Genesis and Ecelesiastes are concerned with nature, Proverbs as 

well as other books with morals, and (believe it or not) the Canticle of Canticles and 

the Gospels with logic. All this is quite derivative, of course, and it seems that Alcuin 

had only the haziest notion of the relation of the liberal arts to the divisions of 

philosophy with which his sources acquaint him.  

What books were used to convey these various arts? To learn grammar, the students 

used texts by Priscian and Donatus and studied reading and composition in Latin 

prose and verse. Cicero and Quintilian were read for rhetoric, and logic, or dialectic, 

was studied by using Porphyry's Isagoge and Aristotle's Categories and On 

Interpretation, together with the commentaries on them by Boethius. Bede's Liber de 

temporibus and Liber de ratione temporum, which dealt with the liturgical cycle, were 

studied after the rudiments of arithmetic were acquired. Some Euclid was studied for 

geometry, and Pliny and Bede were the sources for astronomy. Boethius and Bede 

provided the texts for music. Despite the scope indicated by the curriculum and 

booklist, not all of the arts were studied with equal thoroughness. Actually, the 

emphasis was placed on grammar and rhetoric, with not only the quadrivium but also 

dialectic treated lightly. Later, when a shift from rhetoric to dialectic occurs, a shift of 

no little significance for the development of scholastic theology, there will be 

impassioned resistance to the change. Alcuin's dialogue on rhetoric, which is basically 

an adaptation of Cicero, relates the art of preaching but conveys as well something of 

the scope rhetoric had in antiquity.{3}  

In 796 Alcuin was made abbot of St. Martin of Tours and, what was unusual at the 

time, took up residence there. He devoted himself to strengthening the monastery 

school and collecting books. There are grounds for believing that the palace school 

was now divided, with an Irishman named Clement undertaking the instruction of the 

young at the palace while Alcuin gave theological instruction at Tours. As previously 

at York and Aachen, students came from far and near, and Alcuin's influence spread 

through them when they left to set up their own schools and/or to become prominent 

churchmen. Rhabanus Maurus studied under Alcuin at Tours, and later the Abbey of 

Fulda, to which he returned, was to exercise a tremendous influence. Fredegisus was 

Alcuin's successor at Tours. Other important men of the time may be mentioned here, 

notably Theodolphus of Orleans, a Spaniard by birth, and the author of the Gloria, 

Laus which is sung on Palm Sunday. There was also one Dungal the Recluse, another 

Irishman, to whom Charlemagne was to write concerning Fredegisus' strange little 

work, De nihilo et tenebris.  

Before discussing other figures, however, we must attempt a summary statement on 

Alcuin. While no original contributions to philosophy were made by him, Alcuin's 

pedagogical work helped to remove from eclipse some of those disciplines without 

which philosophy in the classical sense is not even a possibility. It would be wrong to 

adopt a condescending attitude toward Alcuin because of the derivative character of 

his writing on the arts. While his own understanding of the ultimate sources of what 
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he passes on seems in many cases to be severely limited, his own efforts were 

deliberate attempts to proportion to the recently awakened interest of his 

contemporaries the content of works summarizing a lost tradition. Through his 

teaching Alcuin played a great part in feeding the spark of curiosity in his students, 

acquainting them with the achievements of an all-but-forgotten time and thereby 

preparing remotely for the resurgence which was to begin several centuries later. A 

second Athens the court of Charlemagne assuredly was not, and there is something at 

once delightful and sad in the report that the men gathered there were wont to 

appropriate the names of ancients; Alcuin was called Horace, Charlemagne David, 

others Homer, and so on. But this palatine parody was unintentional, and what we 

should see in the picture this report induces is a sincere delight in learning, an 

openness to pagan and secular learning, always in conjunction with the Christian 

vocation. How easily the effort might not have been made, and if not . . . . If we 

cannot discern in history the cunning of Reason, we can at least appreciate the 

contingent character of important efforts.  

We cannot leave Alcuin without mentioning his theological endeavors. He was an 

exegete of power, and his commentary on John's Gospel is said to betray the salutary 

influence of that great man the Venerable Bede. Alcuin's works on the Trinity and the 

procession of the Holy Ghost and his views on the Adoptionist heresy have won 

praise for their sureness and force. Finally, he was a poet, and if not the best, 

nevertheless interesting and good.  

C. Fredegisus of Tours 

We have already mentioned that Fredegisus succeeded Alcuin as abbot of St. Martin 

of Tours. He wrote a letter to the scholars at the palace school entitled De nihilo et 

tenebris (On Nothing and Darkness; PL, 105, 751-756), which is curious but of some 

interest because it raises questions concerning the signification of terms, questions 

which have their importance for the dispute about universals which was later to 

engage the attention of many.  

Few words suggest the problems attached to meaning more clearly than "nothing," as 

Augustine suggested in his dialogue On the Teacher. What do we mean by "nothing"? 

What is signified by the term? If we say that "nothing" means nothing, we begin to 

appreciate the difficulties that attracted Fredegisus.  

Is nothing something or, indeed, nothing? If we say it is nothing, we seem to get into 

the position of saying that there is something which is not. In other words, in order to 

affirm that nothing is not, it seems necessary to suggest that somehow it is. Fredegisus 

suggests that we admit that nothing is indeed something. He will endeavor to show 

that is the case both by argument and by an appeal to authority. The argument moves 

from the assertion that every finite noun signifies something to the inevitable 

conclusion that the finite noun "nothing" signifies something. As soon as a finite noun 

is uttered, we understand at once what it means. The noun "man," we are told, 

designates the "universality of men placed outside any difference." So too "rock" and 

"wood" are said to "include their generality." In the same way, "nothing" refers to 

what it signifies; it means something, And since every signification is of something 

which is, "nothing" signifies an existent thing.  



Fredegisus then appeals to Scripture to bolster his point. God, we read, created the 

world from nothing. Consequently, nothing must be one of the first and principal 

creatures. Since Fredegisus also reads in Scripture that darkness lay over the face of 

the deep, we are prepared for his defense of the reality, indeed, the corporeality, of 

darkness. His argument is quite grammatical. Whatever functions as the subject of an 

affirmative proposition is, according to Fredegisus, asserted to exist. "Darkness" can 

function as the subject of an affirmative sentence. Therefore, darkness is asserted to 

exist.  

This rather crude theoretical flight was rebutted by Agobard of Lyon. Agobard is the 

author of Contra objectiones Fredegisi (PL, 104, 159-174), in which the Archbishop 

takes the Abbot to task for a number of theological errors. Fredegisus' thought has 

detained us only because he anticipates disputes to come. Quite apart from the 

example of "nothing," the little work suggests the problems associated with the 

recognition that such common nouns as "man" involve a universality whose source 

and locus are not easy to determine.  

D. Rhabanus Maurus (784-856) 

Rhabanus Maurus, called the Teacher of Germany (Praeceptor Germaniae), entered 

the monastery at Fulda when quite young. After studying under Alcuin at Tours, he 

returned to his own monastery, where he was put in charge of the monastic school. 

The zeal with which Rhabanus performed his task was apparently unshared by his 

abbot, Ratgar; the latter felt that monks were more profitably employed in building 

than in study. The monastic school was shut down for a time, and, it is said, 

Rhabanus' notebooks were confiscated by the Abbot. The setback was temporary, 

however, and eventually Rhabanus himself was elected abbot. In his new capacity he 

not only put the monastic school on a firm footing but also completed the building 

program started by his predecessor. Rhabanus became archbishop of Mainz in 847. 

He was a voluminous writer -- five volumes are devoted to his works in the collection 

of Migne. There are many commentaries on Scripture, an encyclopedia, and the De 

clericorum institutione (On the Formation of the Clergy). This last work, despite its 

immediately clerical goal, became a model of German education and won for 

Rhabanus the title mentioned above.  

Before considering the De clericorum institutione, let us pause for a moment before 

Rabanus' encyclopedic work, De universo. The title could be translated On 

Everything, and the twenty-two books of the work justify the title. The work begins 

with a discussion of the Triune God and ends with a discussion of garden tools and 

bridles and reins. In between, Rhabanus has treated the important figures of the New 

and Old Testaments, discussed the matter of the canonical books of Scripture, and 

spoken of man's body, the ages of man, procreation, family relations, and death. He 

treats of beasts, serpents, worms, fish, birds, and bees; in successive books he takes 

earth, time, water, and world as leading ideas and scoops into the discussion whatever 

can conceivably be attached to those ideas; languages, rocks, weights and measures, 

agriculture, the military -- everything is brought into play. The procedure is 

noteworthy. Rhabanus will appeal to Scripture as to a source book of biology. In book 

fifteen, when he gives a list of philosophers, he quotes verbatim from Isadore. (Etym., 

VIII, 6) One pages through this massive work with fascination and disbelief, trying to 

imagine what lay behind the industry that is almost palpable even on the yellowing 



pages of Migne with their crowded, cracked type and intimidating double columns. 

There is a drive toward unity certainly, a zestful desire to dominate knowledge and to 

turn it to religious advantage. Perhaps it is not fanciful to catch a different tone here, 

or at least a sharpening of the tone one hears in Cassiodorus. This encyclopedist looks 

backward still, but there is that naive optimism of the Carolingian Age which makes 

the De universo seem less like twenty-two sandbags against a seige than a summary 

of the basis from which one may proceed.  

The De clericorum institutione is, as has been mentioned, a manual outlining what the 

monk should know. It is a kind of seminary curriculum, we might say, and its first 

two books are almost exclusively concerned with the religious life; the third sketches 

the profane knowledge which can also be of use to the religious. The first book deals 

with ecclesiastical orders, with vestments, and with sacraments. It emphasizes 

baptism, the Eucharist, and the Mass according to the Roman rite. The second book 

deals with the Divine Office, or canonical hours, and goes on to discuss fasting, 

confession and penance, lessons and chant. it ends with a discussion of the Catholic 

faith with reference to various heresies. Of the third book Rhabanus in his preface 

says, "it teaches how all the things written in the sacred books are to be investigated 

and learned as well as whatever in profane studies and arts is useful to a churchman." 

From chapters eighteen through twenty-five (PL, 107, 395-403) Rhabanus devotes 

himself to the liberal arts. Grammar, rhetoric, dialectic, mathematics (arithmetic), 

geometry, music, and astronomy -- Rhabanus devotes a chapter to each. The influence 

of the Augustine of De doctrina christiana is evident in this third book of the De 

clericorum institutione as are traces of Cassiodorus, Isadore, and Bede. The great 

justification for studying the liberal arts remains religious and utili tarian. One well-

versed in these arts is better equipped to understand Scripture. This is the purpose and 

ideal that was contained in the capitulary quoted earlier, of course, and it would be 

surprising indeed if Rhabanus would have thought otherwise, particularly in a work 

aimed as his was at the formation of monks.  

Rhabanus Maurus figured in the Eucharistic controversy which began after the 

appearance of Paschasius Radbertus' work De corpore et sanguine Christi (PL, 120, 

1255-1350). Paschasius insisted on the identity of the Sacrament of the Altar with the 

Body of Christ that had been born of Mary and been crucified. Rhabanus, in a 

difficult statement, speaks of the reception of the sacrament as uniting us in faith with 

Christ, so that we form with him one body. Gottschalk, in Dicta cujusdam sapientis, 

flails Paschasius, whom he makes to mean that Christ on the altar suffers again and 

dies again. Yet Gottschalk does not in any way deny that the body and blood of Christ 

are an objective reality on the altar. Ratramnus of Corbie, in his own De corpore et 

sanguine domini (PL, 121, 125-170), continues the criticism of Paschasius, who took 

the occasion of a commentary on Matthew for a reply (FL, 120, 890-899). The 

controversy is of interest because it exhibits the need for a precise language if 

theological debate is to be effective; moreover it presages the later debate between 

Berengar and Lanfranc when the nature and status of reason in settling such matters 

will be the real topic of discussion.  

Another theological controversy of the time centered on the question of predestination 

and involved Gottschalk, Rhabanus Maurus, Hinemar of Rheims, John Scotus 

Erigena, and many others. Far more bitter and involved than the Eucharistic 



controversy had been, it is yet another instance of theological debate which had not 

yet found its method and vocabulary.  

Candidus of Fulda is known to us through an opusculum entitled Dicta Candidi de 

imagine dei, which Hauréau printed in his Histoire de la philosophie scolastique (vol. 

1 [Paris, 1872], pp. 134-137). It proceeds in fairly catechetical fashion through twelve 

dicta, relying heavily on Augustine. The twelfth is entitled Quo argumento 

colligendum sit deum esse? (From What Argument Can It Be Inferred That God 

Exists?). Here is Candidus' reply: "The totality of things can be divided into three 

kinds: what is, what lives, what understands; and these, as they differ in power, differ 

as well in goodness. For example, as the beast which lives can do more than the stone 

which does not, so man who both lives and understands can do more than the beast 

who lives but does not understand. Moreover, in the same way, just as that which is 

and lives is better than that which is alone and does not live, so what lives and 

understands is better than that which lives and does not understand. The least among 

things with respect to power and goodness, then, is that which is alone and is not 

alive; in the middle range falls what is and lives; the highest is that which is, lives, 

and understands. Therefore, as this argument shows, the most perfect among things is 

that which has understanding, namely, man who understands, and he attempts to 

understand his understanding and to examine the power of understanding itself. He 

asks if he who because of understanding is better and more powerful than other things 

is omnipotent, that is, capable of doing whatever he wishes. Now if he finds, as 

indeed he would, that he cannot do whatever he wills . . . he knows that there is one 

superior to and better than himself possessing the power which permits man to remain 

in the bodily realm so long as he wishes and, when he wishes, causes him to leave it. 

No one can doubt that this omnipotent one who dominates those who live and 

understand is God." We recognize here the influence of Augustine, of course, but the 

repetition of the proof is important. Gilson tells us that it is the first dialectically 

developed proof we come across in the modern part of the Middle Ages. (History of 

Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages, p. 608, n. 4)  

E. The Carolingian Heritage 

Under the impetus of imperial decrees two kinds of schools came into being in 

northern Europe. First, there were the monastic schools, which had a twofold purpose. 

Primarily they were intended for the instruction of oblates (literally, the "offered," the 

children offered to the religious life by their parents) and young boys who lived in the 

monastery; the monastery also provided schooling for young men who did not live in 

the monastery, although this second purpose was the first to be dropped in difficult 

times. Secondly, there were cathedral schools, set up by the bishop and presided over, 

as we saw to be the case at York, by a schoolmaster, a magister scholarum or 

scholasticus. On rare occasions this was the bishop himself. Of these two main types 

of schools the more permanent was the monastic. Not every bishop had a school, but 

it was a rare monastery which did not have at least a school for its oblates. We have 

seen that Alcuin himself came to be situated at the monastery at Tours, and Rhabanus 

Maurus at that of Fulda. From the latter the influence spread to Reichenau, where 

Walafrid Strabo lived. Rhabanus' influence was also felt in France, where Lupus 

Servatus was abbot of Ferrières. Schools were also set up at Rheims, Auxerre, Laon, 

and Chartres, some of which would eventually provide an education for the most 

illustrious men of the Early Middle Ages. Schools came into being in the Lowlands 



and, to the south, in Northern Italy. Thus did the leaven of the palace school spread 

throughout the empire, renewing what already existed but principally causing centers 

of learning to be inaugurated. The invasions from the north prevented a continuous 

development, and the great beginning was checked, receding for the most part back to 

the monastic schools during the period known as the Benedictine centuries. Despite 

this gloomy end to the Carolingian revival there are many figures of interest to us as 

the darkness closes again. The most important by any standards is John Scotus 

Erigena, to whom we now turn.  

 

{1} Besides the De dialectica there are two dialogues on grammar, one on 

orthography, another on rhetoric and the virtues, and an astronomical work. Sce 

Migne's Patrologiae latinae cursus completus (PL), 101.  

{2} "In his quippe generibus tribus philosophiae etiam eloquia divina consistunt. -- C. 

Quomodo? -- A. Nam aut de natura disputare solent, in Genese et in Ecclesiaste; aut 

de moribus, ut in Proverbiis et in omnibus sparsim libris; aut de logica, pro qua nostri 

theologiam sibi vindicant, ut in Cant. Cant. et in sancto Evangelio. -- C. Theologia 

quid sit? -- A. Theologia est, quod latine inspectiva dicitur, qua supergressi visibilia 

de divinis et coelestibus aliquid mente solum contemplamur. Nam et in his quoque 

partes philnsophia vera dividitur, idest in inspectivam et actualem." (col. 952) The 

text fairly echoes with echoes, of course, and however faintly we can catch Boethian 

strains.  

{3} See Wilbur Samuel Howell, The Rhetoric of Alcuin and Charlemagne: A 

Translation, with an Introduction, the Latin Text, and Notes (Princeton, 1941).  

 

Part II: The Carolingian Renaissance 

Chapter II 

John Scotus Erigena 

A. His Life and Works 

We know very little of the life of John Scotus Erigena. As his name redundantly 

suggests, he was Irish; the date of his birth is approximately 810. It seems fairly 

certain that he was educated in his homeland before coming to France, where he 

became head of the palace school under Charles the Bald. We have already seen the 

salutary influence on Continental schooling that Alcuin had when he came earlier to 

the court of Charlemagne. But if Alcuin was a luminary, John Scotus Erigena was a 

good deal more. Indeed, there is no one like him in the ninth century, and historians 

quite properly marvel that a man of Scotus Erigena's intellectual range and daring 

should appear when he did. Nor is his brilliance merely a comparative thing, as if he 

were "fair as a star when only one is shining in the sky." His work is an authentic 
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landmark in the Early Middle Ages, great not only in its immediate historical context 

but in the broader sweep of time which includes the twelfth century.  

Scotus Erigena knew Greek well, a rare accomplishment and one which he put to 

good purpose. He translated into Latin the Celestial Hierarchy, Ecclesiastical 

Hierarchy, Mystical Theology, and Divine Names of Denis the Areopagite as well as 

his ten letters; he also wrote commentaries on the Celestial Hierarchy. Other works 

include translations of the De hominis opificio of Gregory of Nyssa and the 

Ambiguities of Maximus the Confessor and a commentary on the work of Martianus 

Capella. His translations from the Greek made the basic tenets of Neoplatonism 

known in the West. The thought of Scotus Erigena himself reveals the strong 

influence of Denis and Maximus the Confessor, particularly in his masterpiece, the 

work that assures Scotus Erigena a place as one of the great original thinkers of the 

Early Middle Ages, his On the Division of Nature. Also among his writings are On 

Predestination, in which he disputed the position of Gottschalk, only to have his own 

position condemned by two councils, and fragments of a commentary on St. John's 

Gospel.  

The major characteristic of Scotus Erigena's original work is the attempt to combine 

Christian revelation and Neoplatonic elements in a speculative synthesis. The result is 

a panoramic view of the whole of being or nature which cannot fail to impress the 

modern reader with its philosophical daring. We can imagine how Scotus Erigena's 

contemporaries must have reacted to a work of such strangeness and comprehension. 

His influence is difficult to trace, but it is thought to be visible in the School of 

Chartres and elsewhere, notably in Hugh of St. Victor. This is not to say that the work 

of Scotus Erigena was ever accepted as a whole; rather, certain elements of his system 

were taken over and introduced into other, more familiar contexts. Indeed, it was the 

fate of his On the Division of Nature to be condemned by the Council of Paris in 

1210. The council ordered that all copies of the book be burned. The command was 

apparently not obeyed with alacrity, for Pope Honorius III in a letter of January 23, 

1225, to the archbishops of France ordercd that copies of the book -- complete or 

incomplete -- be sought out and sent to Rome to be solemnly burned.  

Scotus Erigena is thought to have died around 877, perhaps after returning to his 

native land. Many legends surround the story of his life, among them a story that he 

was attacked and killed by his students with their pens. Whether or not he died by the 

pen, he has managed to survive in his writings, to the content of which we will now 

turn.  

B. Faith and Philosophy 

We recall that Alcuin, having accepted a threefold division of philosophy, applied a 

similar division to Scripture: Genesis and Ecelesiastes treat of nature, Proverbs and 

similar books of morals, the Canticle of Canticles and the Gospels of logic. Moreover, 

Alcuin and Rhabanus Maurus considered the liberal arts to be preparatory to the study 

of Scripture. Scotus Erigena, although he was a thinker of far greater sophistication 

than his predecessors in the palace school, seems to hold to the same identity of faith 

and reason. There is, for example, his famous identification of true religion and true 

philosophy: "For what else is it to treat of true philosophy than to set forth the rules of 

true religion by which God, the chief and highest cause of all things, is at once 



humbly served and rationally investigated? Conclude, then, that true philosophy is 

true religion and, conversely, that true religion is true philosophy." (On 

Predestination, chap. 1; PL, 122, 357-358)  

Sacred Scripture contains the whole of the liberal arts (Exposition of Celestial 

Hierarchy; PL, 122,140); in fact, it contains everything philosophy is thought to 

contain: "Divine Scripture is like an intelligible world composed of four parts as its 

elements. The earth which is found in the middle in the manner of a center is history 

around which, like water, flows the sea of the moral sense: this the Greeks call ethike. 

Beyond history and ethics, which are as it were the inferior parts of this world, 

extends the air of natural science, called physike by the Greeks. Beyond and above all 

these is found the subtle and ardent fire of the empyrean heaven, that is, the highest 

contemplation of the divine nature called theologike by the Greeks. Beyond that no 

intelligence can go." (Homilies on John; PL, 122,291) Given all this, we are not 

surprised to read "Nemo intret in celum nisi per philosophiam" (No one enters heaven 

save through philosophy). (Notes on Martianus, 38,11)  

Despite this identification of faith and philosophy Scotus Erigena was for a long time 

considered one for whom reason is the measure of faith. He has said that "true 

authority cannot contradict true reason nor can true reason contradict true authority." 

(Div. Nat., I,66,511) Such contradiction is impossible because both stem from the 

same source, the divine wisdom. Such an opinion does not suggest rationalism, surely, 

but there are times when Erigena reduces authority to reason: "But reason never 

proceeds from authority, for every authority which is not approved by reason is seen 

to be inferior. Therefore, authority proceeds from true reason." (Div. Nat., 1,69,513) 

True reason, on the other hand, stands by itself. Now if "authority" were meant here to 

stand for faith and Scripture, Erigena would be saying that Scripture can be acceptable 

only if it can be measured by our reason. This would indeed be rationalism, but it is 

difficult to see how such a position could be reconciled with the quotations we have 

given earlier. That the suggested understanding of "authority" in the present passage 

is unacceptable is clear from Erigena's admonition that the authority of Sacred 

Scripture is to be followed in all things. (Div. Nat., 1,64,509)  

What authority is it which must be subjected to reason? Cappuyns has argued that for 

Erigena Scripture is simply given and its authority is never to be questioned. When 

Erigena compares reason and authority, he has in mind two methods of interpreting 

Scripture: rational argumentation or appeals to the Fathers. Erigena holds that the 

authority of the Fathers must commend itself to reason if it is to be accepted. Where 

such authority is true, it cannot disagree with true reason, since both proceed from a 

common source. Reason and authority are complementary, and it is necessary to use 

both to arrive at pure knowledge, that is, of course, pure knowledge of Scripture. (Div. 

Nat., 1,56,499) Erigena is, therefore, arguing for the use of reason as well as of the 

Fathers in the interpretation of Scripture. And, although the authority of the Fathers 

must be tested by reason, Scripture itself is an authority which must never be 

subjected to the doubt of reason.  

Does Erigena think that man can come to knowledge of God apart from Scripture? 

Consider the following passage:  



I would not say that this world surpasses the intellectual capacity of our rational 

nature since it was for this it was made. Not only does divine authority not forbid it, it 

counsels us to seek knowledge of both visible and invisible things. The Apostle says 

that it is through that which has been made that the terrestrial creature comes to 

knowledge of the invisible things of God. This is not something small, then, but 

something great and most useful, namely, that the knowledge of sensible things is 

ordered to the understanding of intelligible things. For just as one proceeds from sense 

to understanding, so by way of the creature one goes to God. We ought not then like 

irrational creatures only consider the surface of visible things but seek to comprehend 

what is perceived by our bodily senses. The eagle sees more clearly the form of the 

sun; so the wise man sees more clearly its position and movement in space and time. 

Are we to think that if man had not sinned and by falling become like unto the beasts 

he would then have ignored what is proper to him, namely, the world which he should 

govern justly according to the laws of nature? Another angel would have been 

required to praise God in sensible creatures. Man did not lose completely the dignity 

of his nature after sin. He still has a rational appetite which seeks to know things and 

does not want to be mistaken, although it often but not always is. If at the moment of 

transfiguration Christ's two vestments appeared as white as snow, namely, the letter of 

Divine Scripture and the form of visible things, why should we be obliged so 

carefully to attach ourselves to one of these vestments and merit to find him who 

wears it, and prevented from considering the other, namely, the visible creature? I do 

not see clearly for what reasons this could be maintained. Abraham, for example, 

knew God not by the letter of Scripture, which did not yet exist, but by the movement 

of the stars. Or did he perhaps, in the manner of the animals, consider only the forms 

of the stars, unable to comprehend their natures? I would not have the temerity to say 

that of this great and wise theologian. And if someone thinks we are wrong for 

employing philosophical arguments, let him consider the people of God fleeing 

Egypt, admonished by divine counsel to gather spoils and irreprehensibly use them. 

Much more those who take up the wisdom of the world ought to be accused not of 

wandering among visible creatures but of not having sought sufficiently in these 

creatures their author, for then they wil' have found the creator by means of the 

creature, something, we read, that Plato alone has been able to accomplish. (Div. Nat., 

III, 23, 689)  

This is a very tantalizing passage. Abraham, the father of faith, can hardly be 

considered to have been in the same position as a Plato. By referring to Plato, who has 

found God by means of the study of creatures, Erigena seems to be recognizing a 

distinction between philosophy and the knowledge of faith. The passage can also be 

construed as a defense of the use of reason, that is, rational argumentation, in the 

interpreting of Scripture.  

If we consider reason and authority, with the latter comprising both Scripture and the 

Fathers' interpretation of it, we can say that reason comes before the authority of the 

Fathers -- we do not blindly accept their views -- but that in the study of Scripture 

faith must precede reason. Erigena uses the example of John and Peter running to 

Christ's tomb on the first Easter morning. John arrives before Peter, but he waits and 

allows Peter, the symbol of faith, to go in before him. John is the symbol of 

understanding. "For thus, since it is written, 'Unless you believe, you shall not 

understand,' faith necessarily precedes and goes first into the monument of Sacred 



Scripture, and reason, taking second place, follows along behind, its entrance being 

prepared by faith." (Homilies on John, 284-285)  

But what precisely is the value of rational argumentation in relation to Scripture? At 

the end of an argument in astronomy, Erigena writes, "Such are the philosophical 

arguments concerning the spaces of the universe. If someone should find them 

superfluous because they are neither transmitted nor confirmed by Scripture, he 

should not thereby blame us. For he can no more be assured that they are false than 

we are able to affirm that they are true." (Div. Nat., 11,34,723) If we can generalize 

on this, we would say that Erigena grants only a borrowed cogency to rational 

argumentation. If also explicitly taught by Scripture, the conclusions of an argument 

are true; if the contrary of the conclusion is taught by Scripture, the argument is 

invalid. If Scripture says nothing one way or the other, the conclusion is neither true 

nor false. True reason is such due to its conformity with Scripture; there seems to be 

no way for reason to arrive at a body of doctrine independently of Scripture, and a 

philosophy other than that already contained in Scripture is not possible. It would be 

difficult to say whether this means that the pagan philosophies can be judged true only 

by the test of revealed truth. Thus, the reference to Plato in the earlier quotation does 

not have any clear meaning. What is quite clear, however, is that Erigena himself is 

uninterested in any philosophy other than that revealed in Scripture. When his 

arguments conclude to something not contained in Scripture, he considers them 

neither true nor false. This brings us inexorably back to the identification of true 

reason and true religion: "I greet nothing more gladly than an argument bolstered by 

the firmest authority." (Div. Nat., 1,64,509)  

C. The Division of Nature 

As has been mentioned, the single most important work of John Scotus Erigena, the 

one to which he owes his claim to our particular attention, is the De divisione naturae. 

It is a long work, comprising five books, in the literary form of a dialogue between 

master and pupil. However, it has nothing like the give-and-take between the 

participants in a Platonic dialogue. The master is just that: he pronounces. asserts, 

states his views. The pupil, while not a simple foil -- he is the vehicle of much of what 

Scotus Erigena wants to say -- is not the occasion for dialectical progression.  

The Meaning of "Nature." This term is employed by Erigena to mean everything that 

is and everything that is not. This may seem to be a curious definition, but Erigena 

presents five different understandings of the opposition of being and nonbeing which 

make his usage understandable: (1) In the first place, if by "being" one understands 

only what can be grasped by the senses, then whatever is immaterial will be nonbeing. 

Erigena goes further, however, thus bringing us face to face with one of the main 

difficulties in On the Division of Nature. Whatever escapes reason and intelligence 

will also be called nonbeing; as examples, Erigena gives the essences of things. He 

reasons here that God surpasses the reach of both reason and understanding; God is 

the essence of all things; therefore, the essences of all things escape reason and 

understanding. Only God truly is, Erigena continues, to quote Denis the Areopagite 

(esse omnium est superesse divinitas) and to cite Gregory of Nyssa: "Just as God as he 

is in himself is beyond the comprehension of any created intellect, so too in the 

deepest recesses of the creature made by him the essence considered as existing in 

him is incomprehensible." (1,3,443) The difficulty here is that by speaking of God's 



eminent being as the being of all things, as Denis had before him, Erigena seems to 

become involved in pantheism. This point will come up again in the sequel.  

(2) A second way to understand the being/nonbeing dichotomy is drawn from the fact 

that creatures are hierarchically ordered, that a given creature is more perfect than 

another and less perfect than yet another on the scale of reality. Thus, the affirmation 

of one thing, say an inferior thing, is the negation of a superior thing. That is, to be a 

man is not to be an angel and vice versa.  

(3) A third way in which what is can be distinguished from what is not is by confining 

existence to the material order. That is, we may restrict the range of the term "being" 

to those things which have achieved their own perfection and are independent of the 

causes that brought them into being. Those things which are not yet, which have not 

yet been perfectly formed, will then be instances of nonbeing.  

(4) A fourth and more philosophical usage is that whereby only those things which do 

not come to be, which are not spatial and temporal, are called beings. Changeable, 

spatiotemporal things are then instances of nonbeing.  

(5) A fifth and final way of making this distinction pertains to human nature alone. To 

be in the state of grace is for a man to be, whereas to be in a sinful condition is for a 

man not to be.  

Nature for Erigena, as the foregoing indicates, is the totality of reality. The initially 

strange statement that nature includes both being and nonbeing can now be seen as a 

necessary remark if both God and creature are to be brought within the scope of a 

single term. To complete these preliminary but necessary remarks about the title of 

the work, we should understand that by "division" Erigena means a separation or 

emanation which has as its counterpart a resolution or return. From this we can 

conclude that the title of the work is not intended to convey simply a distinction of the 

various meanings of "nature" or a list of the various things which fall under the scope 

of the term. What Erigena suggests in the title is the characteristic Neoplatonic 

doctrine that there is a One, a first principle, from which all things emanate in such a 

way that a hierarchical scale is created by the graded falling away from this first 

principle. At the term of emanation the route is retraced by the process of return. That 

this is indeed the implication of the title becomes clear when we consider the fourfold 

division of nature that Erigena proposes, a division which provides the basic structure 

of the work.  

Nature, which includes whatever is and whatever is not, is divided thus: first, there is 

the nature which creates and is not created; second, the nature which is created and 

creates; third, the nature which is created but does not create; finally, the nature which 

neither creates nor is created. When we see that these refer, respectively, to God as 

efficient cause, the divine Ideas, external creatures, and God as final cause, it becomes 

clear that in the system of On the Division of Nature Erigena is attempting a 

panoramic description of the way things have taken their origin from God, how this is 

accomplished, what such things are, and how creatures necessarily return to their 

source.  



Nature Which Creates and Is Not Created. This phrase pertains truly to God alone, for 

he alone is anarchos, without any cause. (1,11,451) Himself without cause, God is the 

beginning, middle, and end of all other things: the efficient, sustaining, and final 

cause of all things. By making this identification Erigena would seem to have made 

the essential point. Once more, the question he chooses to raise is surprising: Cannot 

God be said to be created in some sense of the term? Erigena asks after the etymology 

of the Greek term for God, "theos," and suggests that it comes either from the Greek 

word for seeing or from the word meaning to run. The latter possibility makes at least 

metaphorical sense if we think of God as running through or permeating all creatures. 

"God is said to run, therefore, not because he literally runs outside himself, he remains 

always and immutably in himself, but because he makes all things run from being 

nonexistent to being existent." (1,12,453) It is necessary to point out now that God is 

not created in the sense of being dependent on anything other than himself. However, 

insofar as in making things he, in a certain fashion, comes to be in them, it is possible 

to say that God is created in his effects.  

This suggestion becomes the occasion for raising the broader question concerning the 

possibility of talking about God. Erigena adverts to previous remarks of his own and 

to the nature of the theologian's task in stating that since it seems clear that assertions 

about God are based only on what we can know of him in his effects, no statement 

about God can be expressive of what God is like in himself. From the essences of 

things we can conclude that God is, from the marvelous order among creatures we 

conclude that He is wise, and from their activity that God is life. Erigena attaches 

these attributes to the various Persons of the Trinity, but his point, once more, is the 

broad one that none of our names can be applied to God in such a way as to be 

expressive of what he is. His source here is Denis the Areopagite.  

Erigena says that we must either refrain from saying anything at all about God or 

speak of him with great caution in terms of the twofold division of theology made by 

Denis, affirmative and negative. Affirmative theology takes names from creatures and 

applies them to God on the assumption that what is found in the effect must also be 

found in some fashion in the cause. Affirmative theology will say of God that he is 

truth, goodness, being, light, justice, sun, star, spirit, water, lion, and innumerable 

other things. Erigena says that such predicates, a list of which could be derived from 

Scripture alone, all involve metaphor. By metaphor he means simply transference 

from creatures to God. His general assumption is that our language is fashioned to 

signify the things we know first, and, of course, what we know first are finite things; 

thus, our names are the names of creatures. Any use of them to speak of God must 

involve transference, or metaphor. If affirmative theology comes up with a vast 

number of terms which can be predicated of God, negative theology will deny the 

same predicates of God. It is considered nevertheless, as complementary to 

affirmative theology, for the negations serve to remind us that our terms cannot be 

applied to God in the same way that they are applied to things that exist. He is beyond 

our ken, incomprehensible, accessible only indirectly and imperfectly by way of his 

effects.  

Nothing can be coeternal with God, Erigena observes, for this would be prejudicial to 

the divine unity and absolute transcendence. This observation leads Erigena to 

introduce the third moment in any attempt to talk about God. First, it would appear, 

we affirm predicates of God because they express what is found in his effects. 



Second, noticing that there is always something in the meaning of these terms which 

is not appropriate to God -- if only because all our terms are appropriate to creatures -- 

we deny these same predicates of God. Third, we can prefix these terms to suggest 

that what the term signifies is found in God in a fashion which surpasses our 

understanding. Thus, an illustration of these stages would be: "God is truth," then 

"God is not truth," and, finally, "God is supereminent truth." Without such additions, 

Erigena says, such names are metaphorical; with them they are, as it were, proper 

names of God.  

Erigena continues by raising the objection that it does not seem right to say that God 

is ineffable and then go on to discuss how we can speak of him. Moreover, he claims, 

the distinction between affirmative and negative theology seems to get us into the 

position of making contradictory statements about God, for example, that he is truth 

and that he is not truth. "This appears to be a contradiction, but if we consider the 

matter closely this is seen not to be the case. For one who says 'he is truth' does not 

affirm that the divine substance is properly truth but that such a term can be 

transferred by way of metaphor from creature to creator; considered with respect to 

their proper signification, such terms simply do not attain the divine essence. On the 

other hand, to say 'he is not truth,' knowing clearly that the divine nature is 

incomprehensible and ineffable, is to say, not that he does not exist, but that he cannot 

properly be called or be truth." (1,14,461) To which of the two kinds of theology, 

negative or affirmative, belong the statements that God is more than truth, is 

supergoodness, and so on? Erigina replies that such statements encompass the two 

theologies, for they have both affirmative and negative overtones. God is goodness, 

but his goodness is of a much more eminent kind, utterly unlike created goodness.  

In an attempt to determine what predicates can be attributed to God, Erigena appeals 

to the Aristotelian categories. These categories are taken to be the most general 

predicates applicable to finite or creaturely being and thus are examined in terms of 

possible transference to God as cause of the things to which the categories properly 

apply. Augustine is quoted to the effect that the categories lose their power when we 

attempt to speak of God, but Erigena gets rid of his objection by appealing to the 

general assumption that whatever can be properly predicated of creatures can be 

transferred metaphorically to their creator. However, Erigena is swift to agree that 

none of the categories, not even that of relation, can be attributed to God properly. 

God transcends the limited mode of being which is involved in the signification of 

any and all of the categorical names. The conclusion is the familiar one: the categories 

do not in any way call into question the general truth that creaturely names cannot 

provide us with knowledge of what God is in himself. God is transcendent, ineffable, 

incomprehensible. This is Erigena's point from first to last, and if we rightly hear the 

echo of Denis in this section, we are also hearing what will remain the orthodox view. 

The human mind, in this life, whether it be considered in its own nature or as elevated 

by grace, cannot know God as he is in himself.  

In the first book of On the Division of Nature, however, Erigena is not content with a 

general statement concerning the inadequacy of the categories to give us knowledge 

of God; he proceeds to take up the ten categories one by one. This thoroughness lands 

him in a difficulty he might have avoided had he settled for the universal statement. 

One of the Aristotelian categories is action, the Latin term for which is also the term 

for making. Of course, God makes all things, being the Creator of all things. Must we 



say however that God does not properly make things because the category of action 

pertains to him only metaphorically? Erigena is not faced with a serious difficulty. He 

points out that making in the categorical sense involves motion and that motion 

cannot be found in God. It is his further statement concerning the nature of God's 

making that is troublesome. When we read that God makes all things, says Erigena, 

we should take this to mean that God is in all things, that he is in fact the essence of 

all things. "He alone truly is in himself, and everything which is truly said to be in the 

things that are is him alone, since none of the things that are truly is in itself." 

(1,72,518) Once more we encounter one of the most difficult aspects of the doctrine 

of Erigena. Such statements as this have led interpreters to find pantheism in his 

writings. In the context of the foregoing quotation it should be pointed out Erigena 

says that things other than God are and are what they are by participation in God.  

But we do not want to dwell on the putative pantheism of Erigena. The first book of 

On the Division of Nature concludes with a reiteration of some of the points we have 

stressed: the transference of names of creatures to God and the need for both 

affirmative and negative theology. This will suffice for Erigena's doctrine on the 

nature which creates and is not created.  

Nature Which Is Created and Creates. This phrase signifies what Erigena calls the 

primordial causes. These are the predestinations or patterns of external creation which 

are formed in the divine Word; as formed, they are created. As the patterns or ideas of 

external creatures, they can be called causes.  

The Neoplatonic influence on Erigena is particularly clear in his discussion of this 

division of nature. When he speaks of primordial causes, he has in mind such ideas as 

Wisdom itself, Goodness itself, and so on. For the Neoplatonist, we may generalize, 

such entities were considered subsistent and apart from the first principle. Erigena, in 

orthodox fashion, locates these patterns or ideas in the Second Person of the Trinity. 

While the Son is coeternal with the Father, Erigena maintains, however, that the 

primordial causes or ideas are not quite coeternal. As creatures, they are theophanies, 

that is, manifestations or appearances of God. The notion of theophany as the chief 

characteristic of the creature should be referred to the earlier contention that God can 

be said in some sense to be created. He comes to be in his manifestations, or 

theophanies. We will return to this notion when we discuss the charge of pantheism 

which has been made against Erigena.  

Erigena is set definitively apart from the Neoplatonism which is exercising at least an 

indirect influence on him by his insistence that God creates freely. The Neoplatonic 

tendency was to assert that God could not not create, that things emanate from him 

necessarily, independently of his will. Erigena indicates his opposition to this view by 

the very language he uses in speaking of the primordial causes. They are the wishes of 

God, the predestinations of God, who is a free cause. Of course, we are reminded here 

that it would be less inaccurate to speak of God as a supercausal principle.  

The second division of nature deals with created creating causes. The primordial 

causes occupy a station midway between God and the creature proper; they are 

intermediaries. External creatures exist by way of participation; that in which they 

participate are the primordial causes. Here Erigena is quite close to the Neoplatonic 

view that the lower creature is referred to the first principle not directly but by way of 



an intermediary hierarchical order. This goes a long way -- some would say too-far -- 

toward preserving an ontological distance between God and external creation.  

The primordial causes or Ideas are in the Word; while they are many, the Word is one. 

In a fashion that will become common, Erigena suggests that the multiplicity of 

primordial causes should be read in the direction of external effects. He feels that by 

so saying he is calling into question neither the oneness of the Word nor the simplicity 

of the divine nature.  

He makes a further point about the primordial causes as patterns of external creatures. 

Creatures exist in a more perfect fashion in the primordial causes than in matter. 

Erigena considers existence apart from God a diminished sort of being. Such a remark 

is a recognition of the need to return to the source which is the other side of the 

created coin.  

Nature Which Is Created and Does Not Create. The universe to the Neoplatonic eye 

and to a certain extent to Erigena's eye is a declension from the incomprehensible and 

ineffable unity of God, a declension which begins with the Ideas or primordial causes 

and then in a graded falling away from completeness and simplicity, which implies 

increasing complexity, arrives finally at material individuals. This concept of 

intermediates involves for Erigena a ceaseless flirtation with the reification of the 

Porphyrian tree, as if more universal terms named a higher and more perfect type of 

being. This third division of nature, that which is created and does not create, is the 

whole of external creation; in this realm man occupies a privileged position.  

Erigena wants to maintain that the meaning of the statement in Genesis that man has 

been created in the image of God is that all things have been created in man. Man is 

not merely an element in the cosmos; in a sense the reverse is true, for man is a 

microcosmos, a world writ small. We may think that this position of Erigena's would 

lead to the conclusion that man is the only creature in the cosmos, that other things 

have whatever existence they have in man, but Erigena does not opt for this kind of 

idealism. Nevertheless, there is a kind of parallel here to his earlier contention that the 

better being of creatures is the existence they have in the primordial causes, their 

being as known. Similarly, with respect to external creation, the better being of things 

other than man is had in man's knowledge of them. This will have dramatically 

important consequences in Erigena's theory on the return of things to God. The Ideas 

exist in man insofar as he is united to the Word. As a consequence of sin, man is 

unaware of the presence of the Ideas in himself, although they are innate to him. 

Furthermore, knowledge of the Ideas could not be derived from material things. The 

most important aspect of this teaching of Erigena's is the conviction that the substance 

of things, their real being, consists in their being known. This is preeminently the case 

with the primordial causes, which are the true essences ol things, but it is also true 

with respect to man's cognitive relation to material creatures.  

Nature Which Is Neither Created Nor Creates. This phrase refers to God, not as the 

source of creatures, but as that to which all creatures must ultimately return. At this 

point the profound import of Erigena's insistence that man is a microcosm is revealed. 

Because all things have been created in man, it is through man that they will be 

returned to God until that final stage is reached when, in the words of the Apostle, 

God will be all in all. The Incarnation is introduced here; Christ's reparation of our 



nature makes possible the return of man which is described as a deification. Here we 

must dispose of the charge of pantheism. Erigena insists that the individual soul does 

not lose its individuality when it has returned to God. Moreover, while Erigena 

employs in surprising ways the Pauline statement that God will be all in all, his firm 

view on the transcendence of God and the vast difference between him and creatures 

is as clear as anyone could wish in his treatment of the failure of our names to express 

what God is. It is this very incomprehensibility of God, on which Erigena insists in 

talking about the reach of our language, that leads him to speak of creatures as 

manifestations of God, or theophanies. Although he is unknowable in himself, God 

can be known in his effects. Furthermore, when God is said to be the essence or being 

of creatures, Erigena does not seem to intend an identification in being of God and 

creature; rather it is the dependence of creatures on God which he wants to 

emphasize.  

The return of being to God through human nature is accomplished in five stages 

according to Erigena. First, at death there is a dissolution of the material body into the 

four elements. Second, at the resurrection the soul reclaims once more its body, 

gathering it from the elements so that, third, the body is changed to spirit. Fourth, 

there is a return of the spirit, and the whole of human nature which has become spirit, 

to the primal causes. Finally, there is the passage of the spiritualized nature, together 

with its causes, into God, quando nihil erit nisi solus deus (when there will be nothing 

save God alone).  

In On the Division of Nature Erigena gives a view of reality as rhythmic movement, 

the emanation of creatures from the One, a cascading away from the source which is 

productive of a hierarchy, with an ultimate overcoming of this diversity in the return 

of everything to the source via man, creation's lieutenant. A satisfying picture, 

perhaps, but dissatisfying as well; it is a blend of nature and grace, and the assertions 

of otherness seem to clash in the final apotheosis when creation apparently dissolves 

into God. Erigena's departure from orthodoxy was not merely imagined, for no matter 

how genial an interpretation we attempt, there are too many passages which do not 

lend themselves to irenic treatment. Nonetheless, Erigena's influence on later men was 

significant, though in a somewhat underground fashion. Eric and Remigius of 

Auxerre exhibit that influence, as does Berengar. Anselm of Laon; and, more 

importantly, Gilbert of Poitiers and Abelard take from the thought of Erigena; indeed, 

the Victorine school as a whole can be said to come under the influence of Scotus 

Erigena. Thus, Erigena was not an isolated and insulated ninth-century phenomenon; 

he cannot be read from the lists as an aberration and excursus from the mainstream of 

medieval thought. However hidden, he is in that mainstream, one influence among 

others, but always one to be reckoned with.  

Bibliographical Note 

The works of Scotus Erigena may be found in PL, 122. See Henry Bett, Johannes 
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Huber, Johannes Scotus Erigena: Een Beitrag zur Geschichte der Philosophie und 

Theologie (Munich, 1861); M. Del Pra, Scoto Erigeno ed il neoplatonismo medievale 

(Milan, 1941).  

 



Part II: The Carolingian Renaissance 

Chapter I 

Alcuin and Rhabanus Maurus 

A. Charlemagne and the Schools 

Already in the time of Boethius, it is fair to say, the lights of learning were out or 

going out across the European continent -- a fact that indicates the urgency as well as 

the poignancy of Boethius' plan to put into Latin the writings of the two greatest 

philosophers of antiquity, Plato and Aristotle. His failure to complete even a 

significant portion of that task is understandable but portentous. The age called for a 

holding operation, and this commences with the plan of Cassiodorus to have the 

monks of Vivarium devote a good part of their time to the copying of books, a way of 

preserving the cultural heritage which was to become particularly important. Isadore 

of Seville and the Venerable Bede were not original thinkers; they were primarily 

concerned with transmitting in summary form the lore that had come down to them. 

The period known as the Dark Ages, those centuries when learning in any formal or 

institutional sense was all but unknown, may be considered to extend to the ninth 

century, when Charlemagne made a concerted and momentarily successful effort to 

reestablish the schools.  

During the Dark Ages there were, of course, isolated instances of learned men; 

Gregory of Tours (539-594), for instance, who wrote a History of the Franks. Gregory 

chronicled the sad plight of the Church in a disruptive and violent age and lamented 

the limits of his own intellectual formation. An individual priest teaching a gifted 

youngster could hardly be expected to turn the tide of the times, even if the times 

were conducive to learning; what was needed was the establishment of schools, of 

formal education, a systematic and sustained effort to roll back the barbarism brought 

on by successive waves of invaders. The motives for this increasing concern for 

education were at once ecclesiastical and political, and the greatest beneficiaries of 

education were the present and future clergy. However, the move to reestablish the 

schools was extremely important, and its consequences justify talk of a Carolingian 

Renaissance. As will become apparent, the curriculum Charlemagne instituted was 

hardly more than elementary, and the level of instruction, particularly at the 

beginning, remained low; yet, considered against its historical background, 

Charlemagne's reestablishment of schools marked a dramatic forward step, without 

which the later and gradual rise in the quality and quantity of instruction would 

scarcely have been possible.  

The chief mentor and instrument of Charlemagne's plan was Alcuin, but it should not 

be thought that the Emperor's interest in learning began with his contact with Alcuin. 

Prior to the great Briton's arrival on the scene a number of Italian masters who were 

brought back by Charlemagne laid much of the groundwork for later efforts. The first 

of these was Peter of Pisa, who was an old man when Charlemagne induced him to 

come to his court to teach grammar. Peter was also a poet, as was Paul the Deacon, 

another Italian, a monk of Monte Cassino. Paul the Deacon was an historian of some 



accomplishment, the author of a History of the Lombards and a Roman History. He 

wrote a history of the bishop of Metz which traces tbe origins of the Carolingian 

dynasty, and a homilary, a book of lessons for the Divine Office which also served as 

a book of sermons. A third Italian, Paulinus, a grammarian, was at the court at the 

same time as Alcuin.  

Alcuin was to speak of the palace school that he directed at Aachen as not only equal 

to that of ancient Athens but, because of its Christianity, the superior of even the 

cultural milieu that produced Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. He was doubtless in a 

sanguine mood when he penned those lines; the historical facts render the parallel 

ridiculous. Indeed, we have to wait until that later Renaissance which has come to 

usurp the very name before we encounter similarly inflated self-estimates. In the so-

called capitulary of 787 we find a description of what Charlemagne set out to 

accomplish. This document, probably written by Alcuin, gives a clear picture of the 

modesty of their aims. The capitulary addresses the bishops and abbots as follows:  

Be it known to your devotion, pleasing to God, that in conjunction with our faithful 

we have judged it to be of utility that in the bishoprics and monasteries committed hy 

Christ's favor to our charge care should be taken that there shall be not only a regular 

manner of life and one conformable to holy religion but also the study of letters, each 

to teach and learn them according to his ability and the divine assistance. For even as 

due observance of the rule of the house tends to good morals, so zeal on the part of 

the teacher and the taught imparts order and grace to sentences; and those who seek to 

please God by living aright should also not neglect to please him by right speaking. It 

is written "by thine own words shall thou be justified or condemned," and although 

right doing be preferable to right speaking, yet must the knowledge of what is right 

precede right action. Everyone, therefore, should strive to understand what it is that he 

would fain accomplish, and this right understanding will be the sooner gained 

according as the utterances of the tongue are free from error. And if false speaking is 

to be shunned by all men, especially should it be shunned by those who have elected 

to be the servants of truth. During past years we have often received letters from 

different monasteries intorming us that at their sacred services the brethren offered up 

prayers on our behalf, and we have observed that the thoughts contained in these 

letters, though in themselves most just, were expressed in uncouth language, and 

while pious devotion dictated the sentiments, the unlettered tongue was unable to 

express them aright. Hence there has arisen in our mind the fear lest if the skill to 

write rightly were thus lacking, so too would the power of rightly comprehending the 

Sacred Scriptures be far less than were fitting, and we all know that though verbal 

errors be dangerous, errors of the understanding are yet more so. We exhort you, 

therefore, not only not to neglect the study of letters but to apply yourselves thereto 

with perseverance and with that humility which is well pleasing to God, so that you 

may be able to penetrate with greater ease and certainty the mysteries of the Holy 

Scriptures. For as these contain images, tropes, and similar figures, it is impossible to 

doubt that the reader will arrive far more readily at the spiritual sense according as he 

is the better instructed in learning. Let there, therefore, be chosen for this work men 

who are both able and willing to learn, and also desirous of instructing others, and let 

them apply themselves to the work with a zeal equaling the earnestness with which 

we recommend it to them. . . .  



The capitulary obviously aims at the very rudiments of learning. Subsequent 

instructions are somewhat more specific regarding the content of the schooling 

envisaged. Psalms, musical notation, chant, computation of the seasons of the 

liturgical year, and grammar were to be taught. Parish priests were later enjoined to 

set up schools for the children and to teach without payment, although they were 

allowed to accept small gifts from grateful parents. At the same time, teachers were 

cautioned to make certain that they had corrected copies of the books used.  

We will return to the effects of Charlemagne's exhortations; we want now to indicate 

something of the background which produced Alcuin, who was induced to leave his 

native England by Charlemagne and who, more than anyone else, was the spirit 

behind the letter of such capitularies.  

The Barbarian invasion of the British Isles did not extend to Ireland, where learning 

continued to flourish when it had been all but extinguished elsewhere. The Irish 

monks were missionaries, moreover, and it was through their efforts that the learning 

retained in Ireland was brought to Scotland and Northern England. This is not to say 

that England was totally devoid of remnants of past splendor. In the seventh century, 

with the appointment to the archbishopric of Canterbury of Theodore of Tarsus, 

learning experienced a forward surge in England. The twin monasteries of 

Wearmouth and Jarrow, founded by Benedict Biscop (628-690), soon became a 

repository of books, and it was there that one of Benedict's pupils, the Venerable 

Bede, acquired the learning that enabled him to write his great compilations and 

thesauri. Bede's friend, Egbert, became archbishop of York in 732 and founded the 

cathedral school there, amassing a great library for it. Aelbert was his scholasticus, or 

schoolmaster, and it was there that Alcuin studied and later taught, becoming in time 

the scholasticus. Thus, when he was asked by Charlemagne to become master of the 

palace school at Aachen in 782, he brought to it a training in divine and secular 

learning perhaps as great as could be had at that time.  

B. Alcuin (735-804) 

Little is known for certain of Alcuin's origins, although he is thought to have been 

born of noble Northumbrian parents. He was a young boy when he entered the 

cathedral school at York where he was to become master in 767. For fifteen years he 

devoted himself to this school, putting considerable emphasis on the expansion of the 

library. He made several trips to the Continent to seek copies of books. In his poem 

"On the Saints of the Church of York" he describes the life at his school and indicates 

the contents of its library. The curriculum consisted of liberal studies and Scripture, 

the same general plan that was to be followed in the palace school. Alcuin met 

Charlemagne in Parma while he was returning from a trip to Rome, and the following 

year he accepted the invitation to Aachen.  

We have commented that the liberal arts formed the basis of instruction both at York 

and later at the palace school. In earlier chapters we have indicated the traditional 

content of the liberal arts and the work of Martianus Capella, which had set down the 

doctrine in an allegorical fashion. It is a matter of some interest to see how Alcuin 

speaks of these arts and how he relates them to philosophy.  



Among Alcuin's pedagogical writings is a dialogue entitled On Dialectic,{1} in which 

he is being questioned by Charlemagne. Before turning to the subject of the dialogue, 

the king asks about more general matters, and when he asks "What is philosophy?" 

Alcuin replies with the words of Isadore (Etym., VIII, 6), who in turn had borrowed 

them from Cassiodorus (Inst., III, 3, n. 5), who is expressing yet earlier views: 

"Philosophy is an inquiry into natures, knowledge of things human and divine insofar 

as this is possible for man." (PL, 101, col. 952) Moreover, it is rightness of life 

concerned with living well, meditation on death, and contempt for the world, "which 

is especially fitting in Christians who have with discipline conquered secular ambition 

and live in imitation of a future life."  

Alcuin goes on to say that philosophy is made up of science and opinion and proceeds 

to define each. Asked what the parts of philosophy are, he replies that they are three: 

physics, ethics, and logic. At this point he attaches the discussion to the liberal arts. 

There are, he notes, four parts of physics: arithmetic, geometry, music, and 

astronomy. Logic, on the other hand, has two parts: dialectic and rhetoric.{2} Finally, 

he reduced the quadrivium to physics and the trivium to logic. Since philosophy is 

also divided into inspective and actual, that is, theoretical and practical, ethics would 

presumably fall within the practical part of philosophy. Elsewhere, in On Grammar 

(PL, 101, 853), Alcuin calls the liberal arts septem gradus philosophiae, the seven 

stages on the way to wisdom; they are the seven pillars which support wisdom, and 

one will acquire science only if he is lifted up by the seven arts. But if the liberal arts 

are considered a necessary preparation for the reading of Scripture, the Scriptures 

themselves are thought to be divisible according to the threefold division of 

philosophy. Thus, Genesis and Ecelesiastes are concerned with nature, Proverbs as 

well as other books with morals, and (believe it or not) the Canticle of Canticles and 

the Gospels with logic. All this is quite derivative, of course, and it seems that Alcuin 

had only the haziest notion of the relation of the liberal arts to the divisions of 

philosophy with which his sources acquaint him.  

What books were used to convey these various arts? To learn grammar, the students 

used texts by Priscian and Donatus and studied reading and composition in Latin 

prose and verse. Cicero and Quintilian were read for rhetoric, and logic, or dialectic, 

was studied by using Porphyry's Isagoge and Aristotle's Categories and On 

Interpretation, together with the commentaries on them by Boethius. Bede's Liber de 

temporibus and Liber de ratione temporum, which dealt with the liturgical cycle, were 

studied after the rudiments of arithmetic were acquired. Some Euclid was studied for 

geometry, and Pliny and Bede were the sources for astronomy. Boethius and Bede 

provided the texts for music. Despite the scope indicated by the curriculum and 

booklist, not all of the arts were studied with equal thoroughness. Actually, the 

emphasis was placed on grammar and rhetoric, with not only the quadrivium but also 

dialectic treated lightly. Later, when a shift from rhetoric to dialectic occurs, a shift of 

no little significance for the development of scholastic theology, there will be 

impassioned resistance to the change. Alcuin's dialogue on rhetoric, which is basically 

an adaptation of Cicero, relates the art of preaching but conveys as well something of 

the scope rhetoric had in antiquity.{3}  

In 796 Alcuin was made abbot of St. Martin of Tours and, what was unusual at the 

time, took up residence there. He devoted himself to strengthening the monastery 

school and collecting books. There are grounds for believing that the palace school 
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was now divided, with an Irishman named Clement undertaking the instruction of the 

young at the palace while Alcuin gave theological instruction at Tours. As previously 

at York and Aachen, students came from far and near, and Alcuin's influence spread 

through them when they left to set up their own schools and/or to become prominent 

churchmen. Rhabanus Maurus studied under Alcuin at Tours, and later the Abbey of 

Fulda, to which he returned, was to exercise a tremendous influence. Fredegisus was 

Alcuin's successor at Tours. Other important men of the time may be mentioned here, 

notably Theodolphus of Orleans, a Spaniard by birth, and the author of the Gloria, 

Laus which is sung on Palm Sunday. There was also one Dungal the Recluse, another 

Irishman, to whom Charlemagne was to write concerning Fredegisus' strange little 

work, De nihilo et tenebris.  

Before discussing other figures, however, we must attempt a summary statement on 

Alcuin. While no original contributions to philosophy were made by him, Alcuin's 

pedagogical work helped to remove from eclipse some of those disciplines without 

which philosophy in the classical sense is not even a possibility. It would be wrong to 

adopt a condescending attitude toward Alcuin because of the derivative character of 

his writing on the arts. While his own understanding of the ultimate sources of what 

he passes on seems in many cases to be severely limited, his own efforts were 

deliberate attempts to proportion to the recently awakened interest of his 

contemporaries the content of works summarizing a lost tradition. Through his 

teaching Alcuin played a great part in feeding the spark of curiosity in his students, 

acquainting them with the achievements of an all-but-forgotten time and thereby 

preparing remotely for the resurgence which was to begin several centuries later. A 

second Athens the court of Charlemagne assuredly was not, and there is something at 

once delightful and sad in the report that the men gathered there were wont to 

appropriate the names of ancients; Alcuin was called Horace, Charlemagne David, 

others Homer, and so on. But this palatine parody was unintentional, and what we 

should see in the picture this report induces is a sincere delight in learning, an 

openness to pagan and secular learning, always in conjunction with the Christian 

vocation. How easily the effort might not have been made, and if not . . . . If we 

cannot discern in history the cunning of Reason, we can at least appreciate the 

contingent character of important efforts.  

We cannot leave Alcuin without mentioning his theological endeavors. He was an 

exegete of power, and his commentary on John's Gospel is said to betray the salutary 

influence of that great man the Venerable Bede. Alcuin's works on the Trinity and the 

procession of the Holy Ghost and his views on the Adoptionist heresy have won 

praise for their sureness and force. Finally, he was a poet, and if not the best, 

nevertheless interesting and good.  

C. Fredegisus of Tours 

We have already mentioned that Fredegisus succeeded Alcuin as abbot of St. Martin 

of Tours. He wrote a letter to the scholars at the palace school entitled De nihilo et 

tenebris (On Nothing and Darkness; PL, 105, 751-756), which is curious but of some 

interest because it raises questions concerning the signification of terms, questions 

which have their importance for the dispute about universals which was later to 

engage the attention of many.  



Few words suggest the problems attached to meaning more clearly than "nothing," as 

Augustine suggested in his dialogue On the Teacher. What do we mean by "nothing"? 

What is signified by the term? If we say that "nothing" means nothing, we begin to 

appreciate the difficulties that attracted Fredegisus.  

Is nothing something or, indeed, nothing? If we say it is nothing, we seem to get into 

the position of saying that there is something which is not. In other words, in order to 

affirm that nothing is not, it seems necessary to suggest that somehow it is. Fredegisus 

suggests that we admit that nothing is indeed something. He will endeavor to show 

that is the case both by argument and by an appeal to authority. The argument moves 

from the assertion that every finite noun signifies something to the inevitable 

conclusion that the finite noun "nothing" signifies something. As soon as a finite noun 

is uttered, we understand at once what it means. The noun "man," we are told, 

designates the "universality of men placed outside any difference." So too "rock" and 

"wood" are said to "include their generality." In the same way, "nothing" refers to 

what it signifies; it means something, And since every signification is of something 

which is, "nothing" signifies an existent thing.  

Fredegisus then appeals to Scripture to bolster his point. God, we read, created the 

world from nothing. Consequently, nothing must be one of the first and principal 

creatures. Since Fredegisus also reads in Scripture that darkness lay over the face of 

the deep, we are prepared for his defense of the reality, indeed, the corporeality, of 

darkness. His argument is quite grammatical. Whatever functions as the subject of an 

affirmative proposition is, according to Fredegisus, asserted to exist. "Darkness" can 

function as the subject of an affirmative sentence. Therefore, darkness is asserted to 

exist.  

This rather crude theoretical flight was rebutted by Agobard of Lyon. Agobard is the 

author of Contra objectiones Fredegisi (PL, 104, 159-174), in which the Archbishop 

takes the Abbot to task for a number of theological errors. Fredegisus' thought has 

detained us only because he anticipates disputes to come. Quite apart from the 

example of "nothing," the little work suggests the problems associated with the 

recognition that such common nouns as "man" involve a universality whose source 

and locus are not easy to determine.  

D. Rhabanus Maurus (784-856) 

Rhabanus Maurus, called the Teacher of Germany (Praeceptor Germaniae), entered 

the monastery at Fulda when quite young. After studying under Alcuin at Tours, he 

returned to his own monastery, where he was put in charge of the monastic school. 

The zeal with which Rhabanus performed his task was apparently unshared by his 

abbot, Ratgar; the latter felt that monks were more profitably employed in building 

than in study. The monastic school was shut down for a time, and, it is said, 

Rhabanus' notebooks were confiscated by the Abbot. The setback was temporary, 

however, and eventually Rhabanus himself was elected abbot. In his new capacity he 

not only put the monastic school on a firm footing but also completed the building 

program started by his predecessor. Rhabanus became archbishop of Mainz in 847. 

He was a voluminous writer -- five volumes are devoted to his works in the collection 

of Migne. There are many commentaries on Scripture, an encyclopedia, and the De 

clericorum institutione (On the Formation of the Clergy). This last work, despite its 



immediately clerical goal, became a model of German education and won for 

Rhabanus the title mentioned above.  

Before considering the De clericorum institutione, let us pause for a moment before 

Rabanus' encyclopedic work, De universo. The title could be translated On 

Everything, and the twenty-two books of the work justify the title. The work begins 

with a discussion of the Triune God and ends with a discussion of garden tools and 

bridles and reins. In between, Rhabanus has treated the important figures of the New 

and Old Testaments, discussed the matter of the canonical books of Scripture, and 

spoken of man's body, the ages of man, procreation, family relations, and death. He 

treats of beasts, serpents, worms, fish, birds, and bees; in successive books he takes 

earth, time, water, and world as leading ideas and scoops into the discussion whatever 

can conceivably be attached to those ideas; languages, rocks, weights and measures, 

agriculture, the military -- everything is brought into play. The procedure is 

noteworthy. Rhabanus will appeal to Scripture as to a source book of biology. In book 

fifteen, when he gives a list of philosophers, he quotes verbatim from Isadore. (Etym., 

VIII, 6) One pages through this massive work with fascination and disbelief, trying to 

imagine what lay behind the industry that is almost palpable even on the yellowing 

pages of Migne with their crowded, cracked type and intimidating double columns. 

There is a drive toward unity certainly, a zestful desire to dominate knowledge and to 

turn it to religious advantage. Perhaps it is not fanciful to catch a different tone here, 

or at least a sharpening of the tone one hears in Cassiodorus. This encyclopedist looks 

backward still, but there is that naive optimism of the Carolingian Age which makes 

the De universo seem less like twenty-two sandbags against a seige than a summary 

of the basis from which one may proceed.  

The De clericorum institutione is, as has been mentioned, a manual outlining what the 

monk should know. It is a kind of seminary curriculum, we might say, and its first 

two books are almost exclusively concerned with the religious life; the third sketches 

the profane knowledge which can also be of use to the religious. The first book deals 

with ecclesiastical orders, with vestments, and with sacraments. It emphasizes 

baptism, the Eucharist, and the Mass according to the Roman rite. The second book 

deals with the Divine Office, or canonical hours, and goes on to discuss fasting, 

confession and penance, lessons and chant. it ends with a discussion of the Catholic 

faith with reference to various heresies. Of the third book Rhabanus in his preface 

says, "it teaches how all the things written in the sacred books are to be investigated 

and learned as well as whatever in profane studies and arts is useful to a churchman." 

From chapters eighteen through twenty-five (PL, 107, 395-403) Rhabanus devotes 

himself to the liberal arts. Grammar, rhetoric, dialectic, mathematics (arithmetic), 

geometry, music, and astronomy -- Rhabanus devotes a chapter to each. The influence 

of the Augustine of De doctrina christiana is evident in this third book of the De 

clericorum institutione as are traces of Cassiodorus, Isadore, and Bede. The great 

justification for studying the liberal arts remains religious and utilitarian. One well-

versed in these arts is better equipped to understand Scripture. This is the purpose and 

ideal that was contained in the capitulary quoted earlier, of course, and it would be 

surprising indeed if Rhabanus would have thought otherwise, particularly in a work 

aimed as his was at the formation of monks.  

Rhabanus Maurus figured in the Eucharistic controversy which began after the 

appearance of Paschasius Radbertus' work De corpore et sanguine Christi (PL, 120, 



1255-1350). Paschasius insisted on the identity of the Sacrament of the Altar with the 

Body of Christ that had been born of Mary and been crucified. Rhabanus, in a 

difficult statement, speaks of the reception of the sacrament as uniting us in faith with 

Christ, so that we form with him one body. Gottschalk, in Dicta cujusdam sapientis, 

flails Paschasius, whom he makes to mean that Christ on the altar suffers again and 

dies again. Yet Gottschalk does not in any way deny that the body and blood of Christ 

are an objective reality on the altar. Ratramnus of Corbie, in his own De corpore et 

sanguine domini (PL, 121, 125-170), continues the criticism of Paschasius, who took 

the occasion of a commentary on Matthew for a reply (FL, 120, 890-899). The 

controversy is of interest because it exhibits the need for a precise language if 

theological debate is to be effective; moreover it presages the later debate between 

Berengar and Lanfranc when the nature and status of reason in settling such matters 

will be the real topic of discussion.  

Another theological controversy of the time centered on the question of predestination 

and involved Gottschalk, Rhabanus Maurus, Hinemar of Rheims, John Scotus 

Erigena, and many others. Far more bitter and involved than the Eucharistic 

controversy had been, it is yet another instance of theological debate which had not 

yet found its method and vocabulary.  

Candidus of Fulda is known to us through an opusculum entitled Dicta Candidi de 

imagine dei, which Hauréau printed in his Histoire de la philosophie scolastique (vol. 

1 [Paris, 1872], pp. 134-137). It proceeds in fairly catechetical fashion through twelve 

dicta, relying heavily on Augustine. The twelfth is entitled Quo argumento 

colligendum sit deum esse? (From What Argument Can It Be Inferred That God 

Exists?). Here is Candidus' reply: "The totality of things can be divided into three 

kinds: what is, what lives, what understands; and these, as they differ in power, differ 

as well in goodness. For example, as the beast which lives can do more than the stone 

which does not, so man who both lives and understands can do more than the beast 

who lives but does not understand. Moreover, in the same way, just as that which is 

and lives is better than that which is alone and does not live, so what lives and 

understands is better than that which lives and does not understand. The least among 

things with respect to power and goodness, then, is that which is alone and is not 

alive; in the middle range falls what is and lives; the highest is that which is, lives, 

and understands. Therefore, as this argument shows, the most perfect among things is 

that which has understanding, namely, man who understands, and he attempts to 

understand his understanding and to examine the power of understanding itself. He 

asks if he who because of understanding is better and more powerful than other things 

is omnipotent, that is, capable of doing whatever he wishes. Now if he finds, as 

indeed he would, that he cannot do whatever he wills . . . he knows that there is one 

superior to and better than himself possessing the power which permits man to remain 

in the bodily realm so long as he wishes and, when he wishes, causes him to leave it. 

No one can doubt that this omnipotent one who dominates those who live and 

understand is God." We recognize here the influence of Augustine, of course, but the 

repetition of the proof is important. Gilson tells us that it is the first dialectically 

developed proof we come across in the modern part of the Middle Ages. (History of 

Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages, p. 608, n. 4)  

E. The Carolingian Heritage 



Under the impetus of imperial decrees two kinds of schools came into being in 

northern Europe. First, there were the monastic schools, which had a twofold purpose. 

Primarily they were intended for the instruction of oblates (literally, the "offered," the 

children offered to the religious life by their parents) and young boys who lived in the 

monastery; the monastery also provided schooling for young men who did not live in 

the monastery, although this second purpose was the first to be dropped in difficult 

times. Secondly, there were cathedral schools, set up by the bishop and presided over, 

as we saw to be the case at York, by a schoolmaster, a magister scholarum or 

scholasticus. On rare occasions this was the bishop himself. Of these two main types 

of schools the more permanent was the monastic. Not every bishop had a school, but 

it was a rare monastery which did not have at least a school for its oblates. We have 

seen that Alcuin himself came to be situated at the monastery at Tours, and Rhabanus 

Maurus at that of Fulda. From the latter the influence spread to Reichenau, where 

Walafrid Strabo lived. Rhabanus' influence was also felt in France, where Lupus 

Servatus was abbot of Ferrières. Schools were also set up at Rheims, Auxerre, Laon, 

and Chartres, some of which would eventually provide an education for the most 

illustrious men of the Early Middle Ages. Schools came into being in the Lowlands 

and, to the south, in Northern Italy. Thus did the leaven of the palace school spread 

throughout the empire, renewing what already existed but principally causing centers 

of learning to be inaugurated. The invasions from the north prevented a continuous 

development, and the great beginning was checked, receding for the most part back to 

the monastic schools during the period known as the Benedictine centuries. Despite 

this gloomy end to the Carolingian revival there are many figures of interest to us as 

the darkness closes again. The most important by any standards is John Scotus 

Erigena, to whom we now turn.  

 

{1} Besides the De dialectica there are two dialogues on grammar, one on 

orthography, another on rhetoric and the virtues, and an astronomical work. Sce 

Migne's Patrologiae latinae cursus completus (PL), 101.  

{2} "In his quippe generibus tribus philosophiae etiam eloquia divina consistunt. -- C. 

Quomodo? -- A. Nam aut de natura disputare solent, in Genese et in Ecclesiaste; aut 

de moribus, ut in Proverbiis et in omnibus sparsim libris; aut de logica, pro qua nostri 

theologiam sibi vindicant, ut in Cant. Cant. et in sancto Evangelio. -- C. Theologia 

quid sit? -- A. Theologia est, quod latine inspectiva dicitur, qua supergressi visibilia 

de divinis et coelestibus aliquid mente solum contemplamur. Nam et in his quoque 

partes philnsophia vera dividitur, idest in inspectivam et actualem." (col . 952) The 

text fairly echoes with echoes, of course, and however faintly we can catch Boethian 

strains.  

{3} See Wilbur Samuel Howell, The Rhetoric of Alcuin and Charlemagne: A 

Translation, with an Introduction, the Latin Text, and Notes (Princeton, 1941).  

Part II: The Carolingian Renaissance 

CHAPTER III 
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Other Ninth and Tenth Century Figures 

What had been begun in the Carolingian Renaissance was never fully extinguished 

during the subsequent difficult centuries, and it is a fairly widespread opinion 

nowadays that the Twelfth-Century Renaissance, to which we shall turn in the next 

part of this volume, had its roots in the Carolingian. The present chapter will attempt 

to touch briefly on selected figures who insured that continuity.  

A. Heiric of Auxerre (c.835 - c.887) 

Heiric studied at Fulda, not under Rhabanus Maurus, but under one of his students; 

afterwards he repaired to Ferriere, where he studied under Servatus Lupus, whose 

humanism had a lasting effect on Heiric. He wrote home to his abbot in verse, 

extolling Servatus Lupus and the recreation to be had from profane studies. Heiric 

also wrote a life of Saint Germanus in verse which Manitius does not hesitate to call 

his masterpiece. When he returned to his own monastery to teach, he made its school 

famous. Charles the Bald is said to have sent his son Lothar to study under Heiric. 

Perhaps Heiric's most famous student was Remigius of Auxerre. Only fragments of 

the writings of Heiric are preserved, and very little has been edited. Nevertheless, it is 

possible to gain some small appreciation of Heiric and thereby to understand the 

magnitude of his reputation in his own and later times.  

In a marginal note to his poem on the life of Saint Germanus, Heiric penned what was 

thought to be a remarkable anticipation of the Cartesian cogito.{1} "In every rational 

intellectual nature these three are seen always and inseparably to obtain: essence, 

power, and act (ousia, dynamis, energeia). By way of example, no nature whether 

rational or intellectual can ignore that it itself exists, though it may be ignorant of 

what it is. When I say therefore 'I understand myself to be,' does not the verb 'I 

understand' signify three things inseparable from one another? For I show myself to 

be and to be capable and to understand myself to be. For I could not understand if I 

were not, not understand if I lacked the capacity to understand; nor is that power at 

rest in me, but it bursts forth in the activity of understanding." Hauréau, having quoted 

the passage (vol. 1, p. 182), makes short work of its claim to originality by showing 

that it was borrowed almost verbatim from Scotus Erigena (De divisione naturae, I, 

50), who in turn got it from Augustine. Well, we have already seen the relevant 

passage in Augustine, but Hauréau seems to be rather insensitive to the liveliness of 

minds which would seize on this provocative Augustinian suggestion.  

Heiric wrote glosses on Boethius' translation of Aristotle's On Interpretation and on 

the Categoriae decem, which was wrongly attributed to Augustine. Heiric is aware 

that Aristotle was the author of the Categories and is also aware that the work before 

him is not a translation of the Greek work. However, he considers it a free version in 

Latin of the Greek work and suggests that it be considered an exposition rather than a 

translation. This caution would, of course, have been suggested by a close reading of 

the work itself. In setting out to gloss the work, Heiric is delayed by a verse of 

Alcuin's which was placed as prologue to it and which serves him as an occasion to 

say something of the word nature. What he has to say indicates the strong influence 

on him of Scotus Erigena, for he provides us with a contracted version of the 

meanings with which the De divisione naturae begins. The influence of Erigena is 

also apparent when Heiric glosses the remark stating the permanent character of 
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substance. This permanence must be ascribed to simple substances, such as the four 

elements; bodies composed of the four elements are not permanent but can be 

resolved into their elements. However, with respect to the problem of universals 

Heiric shows himself more independent. The categories other than substance are 

general or common modes of being and have whatever being they have thanks to the 

subjects which enjoy those modes of being. Of course, they may be said to enjoy 

some kind of being in the mind of God, but they have no real existence apart from 

their subjects. In short, Heiric is not disposed to increase the created population by 

listing alongside particular substances their common attributes as if the latter too 

enjoyed some independent mode of existence. Furthermore, when he comments on 

the statement that whatever can be said of animal can be said of man Heiric raises the 

following difficulty. "Genus" can be predicated of animal, but we would not thereby 

wish to say that man is a genus. He resolves the difficulty by saying that "genus" is 

not predicated of animal as to its reality or substance (secundum rem, id est 

substantiam). "Genus" does not express part of what animal is; it does not enter into 

its definition anymore than species enters into the definition of man. These predicates 

advert to the predicability of what is defined as "animate sensitive substance," for 

example, in the case of animal. Without forcing what he says, we can conclude that 

for Heiric "genus" and "species" are not names of real things. Hauréau concludes 

from this, surprisingly it would seem, that Heiric is not only a nominalist but a naive 

one. Let us pursue the matter.  

There are three things, Heiric writes, which are involved in any speech or disputation: 

things, concepts (intellectus), and words. Since words may be either spoken or 

written, we may say that there are four things thus involved. Written words signify 

spoken words which in turn signify the concepts whereby the mind grasps things. Of 

these four, two are natural, namely, things and concepts, and two, spoken and written 

language, are conventional (secundum positionem hominum). Disputes arise, then, 

from three sources: from what is, from what is perceived, from what is said. Now, if 

we can attribute to Heiric, as Hauréau feels we can, the definition of genus as 

knowledge gathered from the similarity of its parts (genus est cogitatio collecta ex 

singularum similitudine partium), the most we can say is that we have insufficient 

evidence for saying what Heiric's views are. One would want to know whether Heiric 

distinguished between "animal" as expressive of something real in such entities as 

Socrates, Lothar, and Fido, and "animal" as predicable of many specifically different 

things. That is, did he feel that "animate sensitive substance" is a concept of 

something real, whereas "predicable of many specifically different things" is not a 

concept of anything out-there? What we do know of Heiric suggests that he was 

drawing attention to the different status of such words as "animal" and "man" on the 

one hand, and "genus" and "species" on the other. Once this different status is 

recognized, the perplexities that can arise from considering the statement "animal is a 

genus" can be handled. Heiric clearly does not want to say that "Socrates" and "man" 

and "animal" name three distinct individual substances; they are three names which 

can be applied to one single thing. That reluctance separates him from the blatant 

realist, to be sure, but it does not of itself make Heiric a nominalist.  

B. Remigius of Auxerre (c.841 - c.908) 

Remigius was a monk of Auxerre, where he had the good fortune to study under 

Heiric, whom he succeeded as master of the school in 876. About 883, together with 



his fellow student, Huebald, he was called to Rheims, where Archbishop Fulco 

wanted to restore the cathedral school. Remigius' task was to instruct young clerics in 

the liberal arts, and it is said that Fulco himself became his student. Under the 

direction of Huebald and Remigius the school flourished, but it appears that Remigius 

left Rheims, perhaps after the death of Fulco in 900, to go to Paris, where once more 

his fame as a teacher caused the school to flourish. The school must have been a 

monastic one, and it is the first school in Paris of which there is any record. Rashdall 

conjectures that it was the monastic school of Saint-Germain-des-Pres. Among his 

Parisian students mention must be made of Odo of Cluny. A vast number of works are 

attributed to Remigius, and his fortune among editors has been a good deal happier 

than Heiric's. First, there are a number of commentaries on Scripture: on Genesis, 

Psalms, the Canticle of Canticles, the Epistles of Paul, the Gospel of Matthew, and the 

Apocalypse. He also wrote homilies, a work on the celebration of the Mass, 

commentaries on Boethius, Donatus, and Priscian, and many other works.  

Remigius' commentaries on Boethius convey to us the flavor of his teaching. Two 

things strike one about Remigius as commentator: first, his dependence on others, 

especially, in at least one notable instance, on Scotus Erigena; second, the almost 

complete lack of speculative originality on his part. Let us confine ourselves to 

Remigius' commentary on the ninth poem of the third book of Boethius' Consolation 

of Philosophy. This poem, the "O qui perpetua," provides something like a sketch of 

Plato's Timaeus. Together with Chalcidius' commentary on the Timaeus, Macrobius' 

commentary on Cicero's Dream of Scipio, and the so-called Hermetic writings, this 

poem of Boethius is one of the sources of the Platonism of the Middle Ages.  

As we have seen, Boethius is an enigmatic figure; it is a matter for amazement that 

the same man could write the theological tractates and the Consolation of Philosophy. 

Moreover, the Platonism of Boethius is a matter of interest since, while it is Aristotle 

he translated and on whom he commented, it is by no means clear that Boethius 

accepts without qualification key Aristotelian doctrines. For example, the division of 

speculative science in chapter two of the De trinitate seems at first blush simply 

Aristotelian, but when we read it more closely, when we compare it with remarks 

Boethius makes in a commentary on Porphyry, the initial interpretation seems 

questionable. A more important aspect of Boethius' Platonism is revealed in the "O 

qui perpetua." Is the doctrine of this poem compatible with Christian faith? There are 

many who maintain that it is not, that the pagan and Platonic view presented there is 

quite opposed to what Christians believe about the relationship between God and the 

world.  

Erigena, in his commentary on this poem, has little difficulty in seeing its 

compatibility with Christianity. Remigius seems to have borrowed liberally from the 

commentary of Erigena; however, as H. Silvestre has argued, Remigius' version is in 

many ways inferior to that of Erigena. Like Erigena, Remigius reads Boethius in the 

light of Christian faith, but to move from Erigena's to Remigius' commentary is like 

moving from the clear to the smudged. Both men, it must be said, are less concerned 

to clarify the intention of Boethius than to take off from the poem to develop more or 

less related ideas. In this they are in striking contrast to Bovo of Corvey. Bovo, whose 

commentary on the "O qui perpetua" may have been intended as an answer and 

antidote to Erigena's, is noteworthy for two things. First, he is convinced that the 

content of Boethius' poem is Platonic and that it is contrary to Christian doctrine. 



Second, Bovo's commentary is a good deal more fajthful to the text of Boethius; he 

provides us with a great quantity of historical material so that we can grasp the 

meaning of the poem. Once we see what it means, Bovo feels, it will be quite clear to 

us that no easy adjustment can be made of this Platonic doctrine and what Christians 

believe about God and the world, creation and time.  

Consider what Erigena and, consequently, Remigius do with the following verses (13-

17):  

Thou in consenting parts fitly disposed hast  

The all-moving soul in midst of threefold nature placed,  

Which, cut in several parts that run a different race,  

Into itself returns, and circling doth embrace  

The highest mind, and heaven with like proportion drives.  

This allusion to the world-soul is said to be susceptible to two interpretations. 

Philosophers take it to be the sun; it can also be understood in terms of the human 

soul. The first interpretation is reported at some length, but the second is said to be 

better, by Erigena, and more prudent, by Remigius. We are then given a highly 

imaginative but quite ungrounded dissertation on the human soul as divisible into 

irascible, concupiscible, and rational parts. And so forth. This has little or nothing to 

do with what Boethius has written and less of course with Plato, on whom Boethius is 

depending. It is instructive to compare Erigena and Remigius, on the one hand, with 

each other, and, on the other, with Bovo of Corvey. How odd that Bovo, who is 

convinced the text is dangerous and incompatible with Christianity, should give us a 

closer and more accurate reading of it, while those who would assimilate it to 

Christian teaching seem only slightly detained by the text before them. And yet, if one 

is going to use a text as an occasion for speaking of things only tenuously connected 

with or grounded on it, how much better to do this on one's own, as Erigena did, than 

simply to borrow, as Remigius did.  

When we turn to Remigius' commentaries on the theological tractates of Boethius, we 

find him staying so close to the text that what he has to say about it seldom goes 

beyond suggesting synonyms, making the most obvious kind of statement, or quoting 

Scripture and the Fathers. One cannot fail to be impressed with Remigius' learning; at 

the same time he strikes us as one whose learning is not an instrument for independent 

thought.  

C. Gerbert of Aurillac (c.940-1003) 

Gerbert, who was to end his life as Pope Sylvester II, was one of the most famous 

teachers of his time, a tireless collector of books, and an intimate of the great of his 

day. Having entered the monastery at Aurillac at an early age, he was taken to Spain 

by a visiting noble on the recommendation of his abbot in order that he might receive 

what instruction could be had there. It is certain that he studied at Barcelona, but the 

story that he studied under Arabian masters at Cordova and Seville is mere legend. 

Nevertheless, he seems to have been acquainted, indirectly at least, with Arabian 

science, particularly astronomy and mathematics. From Spain he went to Rome, 

where the pope recommended him to the Emperor Otto I, who sent him to Rheims. As 

a teacher in the cathedral school there, Gerbert continued to seek far and wide for 



books to broaden his knowledge. It was while he taught at Rheims that he took part in 

the dispute with Otiric to which we shall return. In 983, Otto II appointed him abbot 

of Bobbio. This was a rich abbey, possessing lands throughout Italy, but the wealth 

was illusory since it required an army to collect. Upon the death of Otto II, Gerbert 

resigued and returned to Rheims. There he once more taught, became deeply involved 

in secular and ecclesiastical political affairs, and, after the deposition of Archbishop 

Arnulph, a natural son of King Lothar, in 991, Gerbert was elected archbishop of 

Rheims. In 995 he was temporarily suspended from his episcopal office, and 

subsequently Arnulph's deposition and Gerbert's election were declared invalid. 

Gerbert then repaired to the court of Otto III, where he became the teacher of the 

youthful Emperor. He was named archbishop of Ravenna in 998, and in 999 was 

elected pope.  

Richer, the biographer of Gerbert, recounts a public dispute between Gerbert and 

Otiric which had to do with the division of philosophy. Picavet develops the hints of 

Richer in such a way that Otiric appears intimidated by the fame of Gerbert, a fame 

which had spread from Rheims into Saxony. Otiric, older than Gerbert, had reason to 

expect that his years of teaching would be crowned by the award of a bishopric, and 

Gerbert's fame might have seemed a threat to this ambition. So he planted a spy in 

Gerbert's class and was supplied with a schema purporting to give his supposed rival's 

views on the parts of philosophy. Considering Gerbert's views in error, Otiric 

hastened to take the matter to the Emperor as evidence of Gerbert's incompetence. 

The upshot was that Otiric and Gerbert were summoned to settle the matter in a 

debate before the imperial court.  

When we try to get at what the dispute was all about, we seem to find that it involves 

Otiric's acceptance of a division of philosophy which was known to the West through 

Augustine and which is ultimately the Stoic division of philosophy. According to this 

division philosophy has as its parts physics, ethics, and logic. Gerbert, on the other 

hand, accepted the Aristotelian division of philosophy as made known by Boethius. 

He puts his position thus: "Philosophy is a genus whose species are the practical and 

theoretical; I assign the dispensive, the distributive, and the civil as species of the 

practical. Under theoretical, on the other hand, it is not surprising that we should place 

physics (natural science), mathematics (the science of intelligibles), and divinity (the 

science of intellectibles)." (PL, 138, 107C) Apparently what bothered Otiric was that 

physics, which for him was one of the three genera of philosophy, should be presented 

as a species. The source of the dispute, again, would seem to be two different notions 

of how philosophy is divided. In the report of the disputation that Richer gives, there 

is an indication that Gerbert is suggesting the basic compatibility of the two divisions, 

but this is not developed. What does come out quite clearly is Gerbert's assumption 

that the division handed on by Boethius is the most complete and nuanced schema of 

philosophy.  

Aside from its further importance for Gerbert's own thought, which we will develop 

in a moment, the dispute with Otiric foreshadows a difficulty which seems never to be 

faced head-on during the Carolingian period and its more or less immediate wake, but 

which occupies men considerably more during the twelfth century. We have seen in 

Alcuin, for example, a stress on the importance of the seven liberal arts for describing 

the nature of philosophy; furthermore, he will allude to the threefold division of 

philosophy passed on by Augustine. A third factor is the Aristotelian division of 



philosophy transmitted through Boethius. What is the reconciliation, if any, between 

these various traditions? Although Gerbert's dispute with Otiric seems to have swung 

around certain aspects of this problem, it is hard to see that Gerbert proposed even a 

partially definitive solution.  

A point that arose in the dispute with Otiric was further developed by Gerbert in his 

De rationali et ratione uti, which could be translated as On Being Rational and 

Reasoning. (PL, 139, 159-168) The topic under discussion in this little work can be 

summed up in the following question: How can "to use reason" or "reasoning" be 

predicated of "rational" if every predicate is wider than its subject? Some have 

suggested that "to use reason" is broader than "rational" because the former signifies a 

capacity together with its use, while the latter signifies the capacity alone. Gerbert 

himself resolves the difficulty by distinguishing between substantial and accidental 

predicates. On that basis, just as one can say "man sits" because it is true to say 

'Socrates sits," so one can predicate actual reasoning of what is rational because some 

rational being is reasoning. Predicates like "sits" and "using reason" are not part of the 

definition of the subject of which they are predicated, and since the rule that the 

predicates must be broader than or at least equal to its subject in predicable scope 

refers to the hierarchy of substantial predicates, the difficulty as stated is not a real 

one.  

What is of interest in this opusculum is not so much the difficulty it sets out to resolve 

as (1) the wide acquaintance with Aristotelian thought it evidences and (2) the fact 

that it has been used as an occasion to assert that Gerbert was a realist with respect to 

the status of universal terms. As for the knowledge of Aristotle, this far exceeds what 

one would expect from acquaintance with the Categories, On Interpretation, and the 

Boethian and Porphyrian adjuncts to these works. Gerbert observes that "potency" is 

equivocal when we take it as common to an act which is always actualized and an act 

which is temporarily consequent upon a capacity. So too he distinguishes between 

simple things whose actuality is such that they can never not be and things which, so 

long as they are, manifest a given activity (for example, fire is always hot; water is 

always wet) but which can not be, and things which are and may or may not perform 

an act which they are capable of performing. "To use reason" is an activity of the last 

kind. Gerbert had a penchant for schemata (he is said to have enjoyed using the 

abacus and other mathematical machines), and he provides us with a summary outline 

of the ontology just sketched.  

Hauréau views the De rationali et ratione uti as a resolute but premature attempt to 

reconcile Aristotle and Plato, but he observes that Gerbert is far better acquainted with 

Aristotle than he is with Plato. Where does Gerbert stand with respect to the 

opposition between Plato and Aristotle on universals? "Do not we find firmly stated, 

in the passages of this treatise we have quoted, the thesis of universals ante rem, 

separated from the divine intelligence? He says it; he believes in eternally substantial 

intelligibles, in forms of forms, permanent acts, which are located in the vaguely 

described circumscribed space through which man's reason passes when it attempts to 

elevate itself to God. We must then definitively place this odd interpreter of the 

Categories in the ranks of the declared realists." (Hauréau, vol. 1, pp. 218-219) The 

passage Hauréau has in mind constitutes chapter eleven of the treatise, and he takes it 

to mean that "rational," or what the term signifies, exists eternally and necessarily in 

the sempiternal form of man, which exists elsewhere than in individuals like Socrates 



and Plato. Gerbert could be taken to mean this by one who reads the passage 

independently of what has gone before it if he omits, as Hauréau does in citing the 

passage, a rather important portion of it. Prior to this passage, Gerbert had 

distinguished between eternal and necessary entities on the one hand, and contingent 

entities on the other. The latter have some activities without which they are never 

found and others which they sometimes exercise and sometimes do not. "To use 

reason" is the second kind of activity. Now, in chapter eleven Gerbert uses the terms 

Boethius had used, namely, "intellectibles," "intelligibles," and "naturals," which in 

Boethius were the respective objects of divine science, mathematics, and physics. 

Gerbert begins with intelligibles and says that rational can be a specific difference of 

sempiternal and necessary entities. Surely he can be taken to refer to objects higher 

than man which are also rational. Rationality, however, which is always actuated in 

sempiternal and necessary things (they are always actually reasoning), alters when it 

enters into the corporeal order as a capacity which is sometimes actuated and 

sometimes not. At this point Gerbert mentions intellectibles. All the things which are 

genera, species, and differences are in (or as) intellectibles the forms of things. 

Imagine now that Gerbert is here referring to the divine Ideas, the creative patterns or 

archetypes of creatures. He then suggests another meaning for intelligible:  this may be 

the status of something as understood by man. There follows this remark: "Rational 

therefore is considered in one way in the sempiternal species of man, whether in 

intellectibles or intelligibles, and in another way in natural things. There forms or acts 

are sempiternal, here a power which may be actualized." The sempiternal form of man 

may be understood either as a divine Idea (intellectible) or as the mental concept 

(intelligible) or better the object or content of the concept, whereas the form as it is 

found in individuals is spoken of by Gerbert as natural. On this interpretation there is 

no need or clear warrant for making the assertion Hauréau has made, and it is 

noteworthy that he omits the passage in which Gerbert speaks of intelligibles in terms 

of mental concepts (passiones animae).  

The De rationali et ratione uti remains an obscure and difficult work, and the 

difficulty is compounded by its employment of the Boethian triad: intellectibles, 

intelligibles, and naturals. There is some plausibility in Hauréau's interpretation of it; 

we hope there is at least equal plausibility in the interpretation we have suggested. 

Perhaps the safest summary remark on it is that it is deliciously obscure as to 

Gerbert's views on the status of universals.  

It is hardly surprising that Gerbert entered into the Eucharistic dispute we mentioned 

earlier. In his De corpore et sanguine domini (FL, 139, 179-188) Gerbert sides with 

Paschasius, but at the same time he attempts to show that the position of Paschasius is 

not as different from that of Ratramnus of Corbie as these men, and others, had 

thought.  

Our impression of Gerbert is that of a man of immense erudition with an indefatigable 

desire for new sources of knowledge, a builder of libraries, an inspiring teacher, an 

able dialectician. At the same time he is a political animal both in the secular and 

ecclesiastical worlds, worlds which were not far separated in his day. His career has 

some aspects of a roller-coaster ride, but when it ends with Gerbert in the papacy, he 

exhibits his magnanimity by certifying his old rival's right to the archbishoptic of 

Rheims. In a bleak period Gerbert was an undeniable source of light; even if much of 



it was reflected light, he nonetheless forms an important link in the chain binding the 

Carolingian Renaissance with that of the twelfth century.  
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{1} For a discussion of this doctrine of Descartes see volume three of this series (pp. 

168-174). 

 


