
Part III: The Twelfth Century 

CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

What links the twelfth century with Carolingian times is the survival of the monastic 

and cathedral schools which had been the objects of imperial concern. The cathedral 

school of Chartres is one of the most important centers of learning and inquiry, more 

so than the cathedral school of Paris. In Paris the monastery of St. Victor is the locus 

of continuing intellectual liveliness, with William of Champeaux and Hugh of St. 

Victor as outstanding instances of the type of men who taught there. Abelard is a 

moveable feast, teaching at Laon, Paris, and elsewhere, but, wherever, it is he who 

enhances the school rather than vice versa. There is a split in the monastic influence in 

the twelfth century. When we consider St. Victor and Cluny, the influence is a 

positive and fairly conservative one; when we consider Bernard of Clairvaux and the 

monastic reform with which he is associated, the monastery appears as an alternative 

to the learning of the schools.  

The Eucharistic controversy of the eleventh century with its opposition between 

dialectician and nondialectician carries over into the twelfth. Berengar of Tours 

appeared to elevate reason above authority in discussing matters of faith; Roscelin, in 

discussing the Trinity from a logical point of view, arrived at tritheism. The question 

then arose as to whether heresy was a necessary product of applying logic to objects 

of faith or was simply an indication that a legitimate endeavor had gone astray. In the 

twelfth century men who are in most senses opponents grope toward a proper 

understanding of the relation between faith and reason. St. Anselm of Canterbury, 

who in the context of the century seems the least polemical of men, sums up what will 

be the shared attitude in a phrase: fides quaerens intellectum. The believer is a 

creature endowed with reason, and it is fitting and natural that he should meditate on 

what he believes in an effort to grasp its meaning. There is much room for diversity 

within the sense of the phrase. Is the meditation on what is believed to be understood 

as the spiritual life, a meditation on Scripture with the aid of the Fathers in order to 

incorporate its message into one's own life? Or is this meditation something more 

abstract, making an appeal to logic and philosophy generally? These two attitudes 

agree that faith is not a result of natural reasoning; it is that from which one begins, 

what is firmly held before, during and after the meditation. Bernard of Clairvaux 

represents the view that pagan philosophy not only has nothing to contribute to the 

Christian's effort, but is a temptation to pride and vanity. In varying ways, Hugh of St. 

Victor, Anselm of Canterbury, the men of Chartres, and, of course, Abelard will see 

philosophy as something of positive importance. Its importance is one more or less 

controlled by its relevance for understanding the faith. There are a number of logical 

writings which can be counted as purely philosophical, but by and large the writings 

of the men we have mentioned are theological in character. Actually, such a judgment 

cannot be made in terms of any clear-cut distinction between philosophy and theology 

operative in the twelfth century. That distinction, the distinction between knowledge 

of God attainable by natural reason, philosophical theology, and knowledge of God 

gained by faith, does not become truly effective before men of the West are 



confronted with the documents exhibiting philosophical theology as it was developed 

by the Greeks.  

Much of the importance of Chartres lies in its Platonism, a Platonism revealed in the 

interest shown in the Timaeus. That dialogue, surely one of the most difficult of 

Plato's writings, conveys a picture of the universe that many of the teachers at 

Chartres tried to put into relation with the creation story of Genesis. As we examine 

their efforts, we can get some notion of the awakening that will follow the influx of 

Aristotle, his Neoplatonic commentators, Plotinus and Proclus, and the philosophy of 

Islamic thinkers. It is not easy to trace the introduction into the West of Islamic 

thought.  

The points of contact are Southern Italy and Sicily, on the one hand, and Spain, on the 

other. Already with Gerbert there is the possibility of contact; Islamic medical 

writings are translated into Latin very early in Italy. It is held that we can see an 

acquaintance with Avicebron's Fons vitae in Gilbert of Ia Porrée's commentary on the 

De trinitate of Boethius. Peter the Venerable will be instrumental in having the Koran 

translated into Latin. But it is at Toledo that the work of translation is first 

systematically undertaken, and later at the court of Frederick II. Gundissalinus, who 

was connected with the translating effort in Spain, also tried to bring the new sources 

into contact with the traditional ones in the West, and in that he is truly a harbinger of 

the work of the thirteenth century.  

From the middle of the twelfth century onward we are faced with the emerging 

situation that will define the thirteenth. The universities come into being at the end of 

the twelfth century, having their antecedents in the cathedral schools whose masters, 

at Paris, gain autonomy from the chancellor and form a guild which is self-governing. 

The new entities are not recognized or granted charters until the thirteenth century, 

but in many cases, notably that of Paris, they are already there to be recognized. The 

university, with its division into various faculties, the faculty of art and that of 

theology particularly, provides the scene for the effort to absorb the new sources 

which come from antiquity through Islam to the Latin West.  

If the relation between faith and reason is the fundamental motif of medieval thought, 

the context within which the relation is discussed shifts and varies, so that although 

we seem to see the same questions asked over and over, the sense of the questions 

alters as new data are brought to bear on their discussion. The important variable for 

our purposes is the amount of weight that is attached to natural reason: Of what is 

unaided reason capable? The answer to that question is in large part controlled by the 

amount of Greek philosophy that is known. That is why there is such a decline in the 

quality of the discussion from Augustine and Boethius to Alcuin and Rhabanus 

Maurus; that is why Scotus Erigena looms so large in the Carolingian period -- his 

knowledge of Greek enables him to bring into play Pseudo-Dionysius and Gregory of 

Nyssa. What this means, of course, is further variations on a basically Platonic or 

Neoplatonic theme, and since this is the tenor of thought emanating from Augustine 

as well, it is possible to speak of the tradition in the West as a Platonic one. The 

employment of the Timaeus at Chartres in the twelfth century, while it introduces 

novelties, does not really disturb that tradition. The increase in knowledge of 

Aristotle's logical writings relates to the ongoing tradition, although it alters the 

emphasis in instruction in the trivium. A far more disturbing alteration of the 



discussion of faith and reason is due to the introduction into the West of Islamic and 

medieval Jewish attempts to reflect on objects of faith in the light of the philosophy of 

Aristotle. We will see in the next part that Islamic versions of Aristotle are in fact 

Neoplatonic, but together with these interpretations came what was being interpreted, 

the Metaphysics of Aristotle as well as his writings on physical nature. After that 

point, things would never be the same again: the relation of faith and reason would be 

discussed in terms of philosophy and theology understood in quite new ways.  

The twelfth century, then, is a complex one. It seems a continuation of the 

Carolingian effort -- and it is -- yet the quality of discussion and the caliber of the men 

involved is so much higher that it seems discontinuous with what had gone before. 

But much more importantly, from roughly the middle of the century onward new 

factors begin to be introduced into the West, a whole new statement of the problem of 

faith and reason. Because these factors are not widely and fully known until the 

thirteenth century, the men of the twelfth suffer by comparison with those of the 

thirteenth. For the moment, however, we want to look at them in their own terms. 

When we do so, we find an impressive group of thinkers.  

Part III: The Twelfth Century 

Chapter II 

Saint Anselm of Canterbury 

A. The Man and His Work 

Saint Anselm was born near Aosta in 1033. His education commenced under the 

tutelage of the local Benedictines. When his mother died, Anselm knew a period of 

grief and sadness and, after three years of wandering, came to the monastery at Bee, 

drawn there by the reputation of Lanfrane. He became a monk of Bec in 1060 and, 

when Lanfranc went to Caen in 1063, succeeded him as prior of the abbey. He was a 

teacher in the monastery and became abbot in 1078. After fifteen years in this post he 

was summoned to England in 1093 to become the archbishop of Canterbury. His 

years at Canterbury were filled with controversy, and it was in that post that death 

overtook him in 1109. A rather extensive biography by his pupil Eadmer has come 

down to us.  

This skeletal outline of the life of Anselm seems to present us with a busy ecclesiastic. 

Despite this impression, it is generally held that Anselm was a reluctant administrator 

and that he had no real relish for the many controversies into which he was drawn. He 

seems to have been prompted by a sense of obligation rather than by any deep 

inclination of his own nature. His essential self, it would seem, was inclined to 

withdraw into study and contemplation. Eadrner suggests that Anselm was so intent 

on the life of a teacher that he considered leaving Bec because Lanfranc already 

occupied the teaching post there. Later Anselm was to chastise himself for this 

worldly ambition, which he felt to be incompatible with the cloistered vocation that 

was his. Nonetheless, that ambition symbolizes his deep-seated desire for study, for 

teaching, for the calm of contemplation. Anselm's dislike for administration and 



active posts was based on his conviction that he had no real competence for 

leadership. Twice he asked the pope to relieve him of the see of Canterbury. He 

sought to return to the peace and tranquillity of the cloister, to prayer, meditation, and 

the teaching that awaited him there. Although he was a reluctant archbishop, his 

troubles in the post seem not to have been due to any incompetence of his. He was 

nonetheless twice exiled from his see, something that caused him no little anguish, but 

perhaps he derived a kind of ambiguous pleasure from those absences, for during 

those periods he recaptured in some measure the life he truly desired. But even in his 

active periods as archbishop he was as much theologian as spiritual administrator, 

composing some of the works on which his fame was to repose.  

Of the writings of Anselm the following are the most important for our purposes. 

First, the Monologion, written for the monks at Bec, completed in 1076. Second, the 

Proslogion, written around 1077- 1078, with the replies to his objector, Gaunilon, 

coming in subsequent years. Third, between 1080 and 1085, three works: De 

grammatico, De veritate, and the De libertate arbitrii. Fourth, the De casu diaboli, 

written perhaps between 1085 and 1090. Fifth, begun in 1092 and completed in 1094, 

the Epistola de incarnatione verbi, more frequently referred to as the De fide 

trinitatis. Sixth, the famous Cur deus homo, which reached its completion in 1098. 

Finally, the De conceptu virginali et de originali peccato, written between 1099 and 

1100. There are other works, notably prayers and meditations, as well as official 

letters. Those we have mentioned are easily the most important, some obviously more 

important than others for an assessment of Anselm the philosopher.  

Just as the sketch of his life can mislead us into thinking that in Anselm we are 

confronted principally with a Church leader, so this seemingly meager list of writings 

could cause us to think that we will not find Anselm to be a significant thinker. He is 

a major figure nonetheless. His teaching represents one of the highest points reached 

by what may be referred to as the Augustinian tradition. It has often been suggested 

that Anselm has suffered unfairly from the tendency of students to hurry past him in 

order to arrive at the giants of the thirteenth century. But Anselm is a man of the 

eleventh century, and it is in its terms that he must be viewed. Thus regarded, he 

looms above the men of his own time. If we must say, as we must, that the men of the 

thirteenth century knew much more than Anselm, we may add that Anselm was one 

of the sources of their knowledge.  

B. Faith and Reason 

The list of his writings makes it immediately evident that Anselm's major 

contributions must be classified as theological. This is not to say that he had no 

philosophical contributions to make, of course, and with respect to the major 

methodological question of the Middle Ages, the relative status of philosophy and 

theology, reason and faith, Anselm has much to say that is of abiding importance.  

Anselm is a thinker who has submerged himself in the writings of Augustine. One 

scholar feels that we would be struck by the Augustinian influence on Anselm even if 

he did not stud his works with overt references to his great predecessor. If we were to 

seek a motto for the total effort of Anselm, we could do no better than to select the 

original title of the Proslogion, a phrase which Anselm felt was the best expression of 

the spirit of Augustine: fides quaerens intellectum, faith seeking understanding. 



Anselm, like Augustine before him, is a believer; he accepts on faith and without the 

slightest wavering or doubt whatever God has revealed. Yet, since he is a man, a 

rational animal, he must meditate and reflect on what has been proposed for his belief. 

Out of such study and meditation, understanding issues.  

The very simplicity of this motto conceals the difficulty of grasping its meaning. Is 

faith merely the starting point, a transient condition, which is to give way when 

understanding has been achieved? Or is faith as present at the end of the effort as it is 

at the beginning? In his preface to the Monologion Anselm says that he is seeking to 

base truths, not on Scripture, but on arguments and the necessity of reason (rationis 

necessitas). Anselm will also say that Scripture is the source of every problem he 

discusses. His method, however, is so to consider what Scripture has taught that his 

considerations will not derive their persuasive force from the authority of Scripture. 

This makes it clear that faith, the acceptance of Scripture as true, is the starting point.  

Given faith, one can concern himself dialectically with what he believes. This is why, 

after the Apostles, the holy Fathers and Doctors have said so much about the content 

of faith. Their writings are ordered not only to confuting the foolish and correcting the 

hardness of heart of those who do not have the faith but also to nourishing those 

whose hearts are already cleansed by faith and who can take delight in reasoning 

about their beliefs. That we ourselves may undertake to reason about our faith is clear 

from the fact that the Fathers and Doctors have certainly not exhausted the matter. Far 

from it. Mortals could spend an infinite time on revealed truths without exhausting 

their content. The scriptural basis for his position is the same as Augustine's: "Unless 

you believe, you shall not understand." (Is. 7:9) This text is seen by Anselm as a clear 

invitation to reason about our beliefs, and he goes on to suggest that such reasoning 

can bring us to a point midway between blind faith and the perfect vision of the next 

life. (See the dedicatory letter to Pope Urban II prefacing De incarnatione verbi.) 

Faith provides the conclusion, Anselm holds, and one seeks reasons for that 

conclusion. Chiding others, he remarks that no Catholic should entertain the 

possibility that what the Church believes and confesses is untrue; rather, holding 

tenaciously to the faith, humbly loving and living according to its truth, he can seek 

reasons why it is so. If understanding be achieved, one should thank God; if 

understanding is not forthcoming, one must nevertheless submit his reason to the 

incomprehensible truth. It is a vast mistake to attempt to reverse the order given in the 

scriptural passage quoted above, as if reason unaided by faith could bring us to a firm 

adherence to revealed truth.  

Nor is it enough, Anselm continues, to be confirmed in the faith (fide stabilitus) in 

order to undertake reasoning about revealed truths safely and profitably. One must 

also possess wisdom and moral maturity lest by sophism and levity he be led astray 

even to the point of embracing falsehood. That is the difference between those who 

commendably and continuously approach Holy Writ and those "dialecticians of today, 

indeed those heretical dialecticians." (PL, 158, 265)  

In chapter six of the De fide trinitatis there is a passage in which Anselm describes 

what he had tried to do in the Monologion and Proslogion. Having said that many of 

the Fathers, especially Augustine, have given irrefutable arguments that there is but 

one God though the Persons be three, he continues: "If anyone would deign to read 

two short works of mine, namely, the Monologion and Proslogion, which were 



written precisely to show that what we hold by faith concerning the divine nature and 

Persons, apart from the Incarnation, can be proved by necessary arguments 

[necessariis rationibus] and without the authority of Scripture -- if, I say, one should 

read them, I think he will find there nothing that he can disprove nor would wish to 

reject." That is one of the strongest statements -- though it is by no means isolated or 

unique -- of Anselm's doctrine of fides quaerens intellectum. An obvious 

understanding of his claim would be that while faith is necessary to come into 

acquaintance with the fact of the Trinity, once one has developed necessary 

arguments he would accept the Trinity on the basis of those arguments and not 

because it has been revealed. But is that what Anselm wishes us to find in his 

remarks? Some of the passages mentioned above would suggest that this is not his 

meaning.  

There can be little doubt that Anselm wishes to surpass faith in some sense and to 

arrive at what he calls reason or understanding. Nevertheless, he seems to want this 

understanding to be supported by faith. Furthermore, the understanding he seeks 

assumes a number of different forms. Sometimes the understanding at which he aims 

is of the fact of the revealed truth and not what that truth is, as if he had 

comprehended it. In the Proslogion, for example, having given a proof for God's 

existence, Anselm, addressing God, says that now even if he chose not to believe that 

God exists, he would still know that he exists. But the argument he has given does not 

enable him to penetrate to an understanding of the God about whose existence he has 

no doubt. At other times, Anselm notes, our arguments consist merely in the 

presentation of analogies to and approximations of the truth that we firmly believe. 

"Often too we see an object only imperfectly as to what it is, only by way of image 

and semblance, as when we see someone's face in a mirror." (Monologion, chap. 65) 

In such cases we cannot understand the thing in terms of its essential properties. Thus, 

in attempting to know God we can never attain to what is proper to him but can only 

approach him by way of the similarities we find in other things.  

The "necessary arguments" that Anselm mentions quite often have as their purpqse to 

exhibit the coherence of the objects of faith. Thus, in Cur deus homo he will try to 

give reasons for the Incarnation, will try to show that it was necessary for God to 

become man. The arguments are sought by Anselm against the background of his own 

firm faith in the Incarnation. He seeks them because those without the faith deride this 

belief, and many of the faithful wonder in their hearts about the grounds and 

reasonableness of it. Such arguments, then, will silence the infidel and reassure the 

faithful concerning the reasonableness of the objects of faith.  

What in sum is Anselm's view on the relation between faith and reason? Not only 

does faith happen to precede reason in the case of the Christian but faith must always 

precede reasoning about the highest matters. However, unless faith is conjoined with 

rectitude of life, the effort to understand what is believed will have disastrous 

consequences. In reflecting on the content of his faith one becomes aware of the 

reasonableness of what God has done to effect our salvation. The way God has 

chosen, one becomes sure, is the best way. In collating the various objects of his faith 

he will see their interconnections, the compatibility of these various truths. The 

expression of the recognition, the attempt to show the reasonableness of faith -- it is 

this that Anselm has in mind when he speaks of "necessary arguments." He does not 



use the phrase loosely. In his writings he is striving for the greatest possible rigor. 

Moreover, he is aware when he is presenting only an analogy or semblance.  

Anselm's arguments are addressed to the infidel, not with the idea that they may lead 

him into faith, but rather to silence his objections. If such an objector acquired faith, 

he might then return to Anselm's arguments and see them in a new and more positive 

light. The term of argumentation, of the search for understanding, is such that one 

realizes he has not exhausted the object of faith, has not comprehended it. Anselm's 

remark, after having offered a proof for the existence of God, that he would now have 

to affirm it even if he did not have faith, may be interpreted in several ways. First, it 

may refer to that truth alone and not be a generalization about every effort to 

understand what is believed. Second, if we should want to think of the remark as 

applying as well to Anselm's "proofs" of the Trinity and the Incarnation, we would 

have to stress what he stressed, namely, that he in no way comprehends the truths of 

whose factual existence he feels certain.  

One check to the interpretation that Anselm felt reasoning goes beyond faith is found 

in his insistence that faith is always the guide of the search for understanding. Anselm 

does not seem to hold, with Erigena, that we can conclude truly only to what has been 

revealed, but he will say that when we think we have a good argument which 

concludes to something contradictory to the faith, we can be sure by that fact alone 

that our argument is faulty. "We accept everything which is clearly demonstrated and 

that Holy Writ does not contradict, for since it is not opposed to the truth, it does not 

favor any falsehood, and from the fact that it does not deny any affirmations of 

reason, it sustains them by its authority. But if Scripture were evidently repugnant to 

our senses, no matter how irrefutable our reason may seem, we must believe to be 

sure of truth." (De concord. grat., 6) St. Anselm's fides quaerens intellectum does not 

elevate reason into an absolute criterion of truth. To have done that would have been 

to engage in that philosophy against which St. Paul warns us lest it lead us astray.  

Anselm's position on faith and reason is complex and not in every way clear. 

Nevertheless, it contains a good many precisions which will be operative in later, 

more definitive resolutions of the question. In the light of his views, can we say that 

Anselm was a philosopher? If the question means Did Anselm consider himself a 

philosopher? the answer would likely be negative. Given his principal purpose, to 

show the reasonableness of what is believed, we must call him a theologian. This does 

not, of course, preclude the possibility that much philosophy will be found in his 

writings -- that is, arguments which do not bear on the object of faith as such and 

whose cogency is independent of faith, antecedent or concomitant.  

C. The Proof of God's Existence 

It is not only a convenience historians avail themselves of, or invent, that explains our 

tendency to identify a thinker with one point or item of his doctrine, however 

extensive that doctrine may be. The historian considers the chronological progression 

of thinkers, and this consideration brings to light what in a given doctrine has been 

most influential on later thought. Whether or not what has been most influential in a 

doctrine is the key to that doctrine itself is another question, of course, although its 

otherness is not always recognized by historians. At any rate, the single most 

influential item in Anselm's works is the so-called ontological argument for the 



existence of God. In his own lifetime it quickly became a source of controversy, and 

in later ages it is almost possible to classify philosophers in terms of their response to 

it. It has had its champions, and there are champions of it today; it has never been 

without its critics, and there are critics of it today. Its historical importance, gauged in 

terms of its influence, is accordingly beyond dispute. Moreover, it is perfectly clear 

that Anselm himself regarded it as a most important achievement of his thought. This 

is not to say that it provides us with a key which will unlock every door of Anselmian 

doctrine, but it is certain that we are not faced with a position which, while of little 

importance to the man who first held it, came to loom large in later estimates of his 

accomplishments.  

In concentrating on the ontological argument (Anselm never called it that), we would 

not want to convey the impression that it represents Anselm's only attempt to prove 

that God exists. There are a number of proofs offered in the Monologion, but there is 

nothing particularly novel or original in them or in Anselm's presentation of them. 

The proof of the Proslogion, which came to be called the ontological argument, is 

both novel and original, and we will go into some detail in our presentation of it.  

In his preface to the Proslogion. which, as we have seen, was first entitled Fides 

quaerens intellectum, or faith seeking understanding, Anselm recalls that in the 

Monologion there was a great concatenation of arguments which lead to knowledge 

that God truly exists. This complexity bothered him when he looked back on it, and 

the thought grew in his mind that it would be desirable to have a single, self-sufficient 

proof of this truth. This thoughtful wish seemed doomed to frustration, however; 

Anselm sought in vain over a period of time for that single clinching proof, and 

though often he had the feeling it hovered just out of reach, he was unable to 

formulate it. Yet he could not set aside the hope. However he tried to turn his mind to 

other things, he found himself importuned anew by that drive for simplicity and 

cogency and self-sufficiency. And then, as is the way with thought, with inspiration 

both good and bad, one day he had it whole: the proof of which he had despaired 

simply came. Out of the charity that motivated his intellectual life, Anselm wanted to 

convey this proof to others and thus communicate to them the joy he had felt in 

discovering it. He presents the proof in the role of one seeking to elevate his mind to 

contemplation of God, of one seeking to understand what he believes. This explains 

the style of the Proslogion, where we find Anselm communing with his God, 

addressing him as the object of love and faith, the Being toward which Anselm's 

whole being tends. The first chapter is an exhortation and prayer in which Anselm 

approaches the God of his faith. He wishes some degree of understanding of the truths 

he believes since he believes in order that he might understand, and unless he 

believed, he would not understand.  

What believed truth is it that Anselm would understand? That God is as he believes 

him to be and that God is that which he believes him to be. How can the God of belief 

be described? He is that being than which nothing greater can be conceived. Can 

anyone who knows that this is what the word "God" means possibly think that God 

does not exist? Perhaps, but as the psalmist has sung (14:1), it is the fool who says in 

his heart there is no God. But even the fool, hearing God described as that than which 

nothing greater can be conceived, understands what he hears, and what he understands 

is in his understanding, even if he does not understand God to exist. What Anselm is 

getting at is the difference between two modes of existence: existence in the mind and 



existence outside the mind. He illustrates the distinction by reference to the painter 

who, before he executes something on canvas, has in mind what he will paint. Idea 

precedes execution in this case; existence in the mind precedes existence outside the 

mind. Furthermore, this example shows that something can exist in the mind prior to, 

and thus without, its being instanced outside the mind. We may surmise that Anselm 

would also agree that, at least with respect to human minds, existence out-there can be 

independent of, or unaccompanied by, mental existence. Once the painter has 

executed his idea, the subject may be said to exist both in the mind and on canvas.  

Anselm now returns to the fool, for whom God enjoys at least mental existence since 

he knows that God is said to be that than which nothing greater can be conceived, but 

who would deny that the idea is exemplified or instanced outside his mind. Anselm's 

argument attempts to show that the fool is indeed a fool if he thinks his denial is 

reasonable. That than which nothing greater can be conceived cannot, Anselm 

maintains, exist only in the mind. Why? Because if that than which nothing greater 

can be thought existed only in the mind, it would not be that than which nothing 

greater can be thought; for if it exists only in the mind, it can be conceived to exist in 

reality as well, which is more. "Consequently, if that than which nothing greater can 

be thought is in the mind alone, that than which nothing greater can be thought is 

something than which something greater can be thought. It is beyond doubt, 

consequently, that there exists something than which nothing greater can be thought, 

and it exists both in the mind and in reality." (Chapter 2)  

This is Anselm's first statement of the proof. No one can deny its simplicity, and few 

have failed to be at least momentarily attracted by it. The word "God" means 

something, involves an idea, such that whoever gets that idea lodged in his mind 

cannot, except at the risk of contradicting himself, deny that there is an entity, 

something outside the mind, which responds to or instances the idea. In short, the 

argument as stated relies on the validity of a passage from the conceptual to the real 

order, from the grasping of a definition or description to the assertion that there exists 

outside the mind something which this description describes. One can appreciate the 

elation of Anselm at having come up with so succinct an argument. The term "God" 

means, to put it in a less indeterminately comparative way, the summation of all 

perfection. Surely then, our notion of God must include existence outside the mind, 

since not to exist outside the mind would be to lack a basic perfection. Say then that 

God is the greatest existent being. Is it not at the least odd to suggest that the greatest 

existent thing does not exist? It is that oddity that struck Anselm. So there you are, 

Anselm would say. To know that by the term "God" is meant the greatest possible 

existent is to know that it makes no sense to deny that such an entity exists. Only a 

fool would do so, and his denial must be considered merely verbal. One can say that 

two and two are five, but one cannot really mean it if he knows what he is saying.  

The objection to Anselm's argument that comes fairly quickly to mind is one that can 

be found already in the work of his contemporary Gaunilo, who wrote a reply to the 

opening of the Proslogion which he entitled On Behalf of the Fool. In a number of 

ways Gaunilo points out the truth that it is indeed possible to think of the greatest 

existent thing, to entertain the notion of something which lacks no perfection, without 

thereby being committed to the judgment that such a thing exists. We will try to 

convey the apparent purpose and content of Gaunilo's reply without great concern for 

putting the matter in his exact words.  



Both the believer and the unbeliever can agree on this: the term "God" means the 

greatest existent thing, the most perfect existent. In Anselm's terminology, then, they 

both can be said to agree that God exists in their understanding. Now, it should be 

noticed that "to exist in the understanding" is no part of what either means by "God," 

although this is obscured by the phrase Anselm uses to express the meaning of the 

term "God," namely, that than which nothing greater can be thought or conceived. 

Surely he does not mean by this description the limit of our abilities to think of 

objects. So we have the believer and unbeliever established on a common ground; 

they both know that when men speak of God they are speaking of the greatest 

existent. Now to say either that there is nothing in reality responding to this idea or 

that there is something in reality responding to it is to go beyond a grasp of what the 

term "God" means. Only in this going beyond would the unbeliever claim that God is 

only an idea, and when he says this, he should not be taken to mean that other men, 

particularly believers, mean to speak of some mental activity of theirs when they use 

the term "God." By the same token, when the believer says that God exists, he is not 

claiming that an idea of his exists outside his mind as well as in it, but that there is 

something in reality which responds to the content of the idea he has when he uses the 

term "God."  

The objections of Guanilo enable us to see an ambiguity latent in Anselm's 

presentation of this thought. The unbeliever understands that the believer means the 

greatest existent thing when he uses the term "God." External existence, consequently, 

is built right into the concept in the way most of us would think merely imaginary 

existence is built into the concepts of elves and unicorns. In short, Anselm means by 

the term "God" the greatest existent you can think of, but the "you can think of" is 

only the usual concomitant of attending to any object and not part of what the object 

is or is presumed to be. Now Gaunilo has trouble in grasping Anselm's insistence that 

simply by allowing that he is thinking of the greatest existent he is committed to 

asserting that there is such a thing. For him "Does the greatest possible existent 

exist?" is still a fair question. That is, is there something which is all perfect and good 

and on which everything else depends for its being? Gaunilo cannot allow that that 

question is answered as soon as one understands that by the term "God" men mean an 

all-perfect and good being on which everything else depends for its being. In 

summary, Gaunilo is expressing his misgiving about the view that a mental act 

whereby we understand the meaning of the word "God" necessitates the further 

mental act whereby we affirm that God exists.  

The objection of Gaunilo may be thought of as more or less the usual reaction to the 

argumentation of Anselm. So forceful and obvious has the objection seemed that 

many have been content with the curtest dismissal of the ontological argument. For 

example, St. Thomas Aquinas, after having pointed out that it is by no means obvious 

that just anybody would take the term "God" to mean what Anselm wishes it to mean, 

since after all there have been men who thought of trees as divine, proceeds on the 

assumption that the desired meaning of the term can be presupposed. "Once it is 

granted that everyone would understand the term 'God' to mean what has been 

mentioned, namely, that than which nothing greater can be thought, it does not from 

that fact follow that everyone would understand that what is signified by the name 

exists in the external world [esse in rerum natura] rather than in the mind alone. It 

cannot be argued that it exists in reality unless it is granted that there is given in 

reality that than which nothing greater can be thought, something which would not be 



granted hy those who maintain that God does not exist." (Summa theologiae, Ia, 2, 1, 

2m)  

Recently there has been a growing chorus of voices suggesting that such a dismissal 

of the ontological argument is cavalier because it takes Anselm's weaker presentation 

of his argument as the definitive one. In other words, it is suggested that, despite his 

avowal that he had hit on one simple proof, Anselm, perhaps in a way of which he 

himself was insufficiently aware, actually stated his proof in two ways and that, 

however weak and vulnerable his first statement of it may be, the second is a different 

kettle of fish entirely. That second statement has been called, by Professor Charles 

Hartshorne, the "modal proof" for the existence of God. He maintains that if it were 

presented without any allusions to the history of the Anselmian argument, it would 

meet with a far more favorable reception than is actually the case.  

The second statement of the proof is made in terms of possibility, impossibility, and, 

by implication, necessity. The merit of this alternative statement is that it brings out 

what is so easily overlooked in the first, namely, that by the term "God" one means a 

being for whom it is impossible not to exist. In short, God is a necessary being, and 

his existence cannot be confused with the mere factual givenness of anything else, of 

any creature, since presumably of any creature it can be said that, however true that it 

now exists, it is possible for it not to exist and possible for it not to have existed. Now 

those who have difficulty seeing that existence without qualification can function as a 

predicate (by which they mean a further descriptive note of an entity) do not have the 

same difficulty in seeing that necessary existence, the impossibility not to exist, is 

significantly descriptive. Consequently, those passages in which Anselm makes it 

clear that God is such that for him to exist is not some merely factual matter, 

something that happens to be the case, but that God is such that it is impossible for 

him not to exist -- these passages are considered to contain an alternative presentation 

of his argument that is not open to the criticisms we mentioned earlier. Thus, it is the 

kind of existence that is God's that functions in the proof, not mere existence. When 

this is considered, things are not so bad with the proof as may have been thought. 

Peter exists. Let us take this as a true statement signifying that there is in the external 

world an individual man and his name is Peter. While Peter exists, it is impossible for 

Peter not to exist, that is, only in virtue of some Pickwickian sense could it be true 

that Peter exists and does not exist. Yet it does not require any exhaustive 

acquaintance with Peter to realize that he could very easily not have been and that, 

however true that he now exists, he can in the future cease to be. His existence, on this 

basis, may be described as possible or contingent. Accordingly, there are things, and 

by far the vast majority of things, of which we can say that it is possible for them to 

be or not to be. But God is not one of those things. He is a being such that it is 

impossible for him not to exist; he is a necessary being; he necessarily exists. That, it 

has been suggested, is the full meaning of Anselm's phrase "that than which nothing 

greater can be thought": that which is thought of as necessarily existing.  

One must agree that this is a far more nuanced way of putting the matter than we find 

at the end of chapter two of the Proslogion. But does it follow that we are faced with 

an ineluctable need to agree that once we grasp the significance of God being defined 

as a necessary being, we must affirm that God exists? Is it not possible to retort that 

now we have definitions of necessary and contingent being, but we still do not know 

if the definition of necessary being applies to anything? My own view is that 



concentration on the modal statement of the proof changes nothing at all with respect 

to the central move Anselm wants to make, namely, from the conceptual to the real 

order. That movement remains suspect, and the valuable precision we have just 

sketched does nothing to validate the desired move. In saying this, I think I am 

expressing what underlies Aquinas' admittedly peremptory dismissal of Anselm, 

namely, that it is only by examining that region of being populated by entities of 

which it is true to say that their existence is contingent and by coming to knowledge 

of their constituents that one will find grounds for claiming that an ultimate cause of 

them must be present. Thus, what provides the nexus for assenting to the proposition 

that there exists something which is the first cause of all we survey is precisely our 

knowledge of what we survey, and not concentration on the descriptions we may have 

ready at hand for that cause should it come to be learned that it does indeed exist.  

While a foreshadow of the ontological argument has been discovered in Augustine 

(De moribus Manichaeorum, II, xi, 24; PL, 32), the proof itself is fittingly ascribed to 

Anselm. We have already mentioned that in subsequent ages this proof has had its 

champions and its opponents. Descartes offers a variant of the proof; Spinoza and 

Leibniz thought some version of the ontological proof valid. In addition to the 

opponents we have already mentioned, it should be stated that Kant and 

Schopenhauer were convinced that the proof is invalid. Kant's criticism, which has 

been perhaps the most influential in modern times, is the more serious because he 

maintains that other attempts to prove the existence of God participate in the flaw he 

finds in the ontological argument and thus, together with it, must be consigned to the 

wastebasket of history. In our own times there has been a remarkable renewal of 

interest in the argument, an interest which is so intense that a strident note enters both 

the refutations and defenses of it. We can be certain that the discussion will continue 

so long as men philosophize and, in philosophizing, recognize that it is such ultimate 

Questions as that concerned with the existence of God which must occupy us. If the 

treatment of such questions makes us aware of both the grandeur and debility of the 

human mind, the persistent role of the ontological argument in the discussion amply 

attests to the importance and influence of Anselm of Canterbury.  

D. Anselm and Dialectics 

Anselm lived at a time when the quarrel between the dialecticians and 

antidialecticians was raging, and it was doubtless inevitable that he would be drawn 

into it. There is some reluctance in Anselm's entry into the fray, and it is certain that 

his language was a good deal more moderate than that of other disputants. This has 

led to the following judgment: "Thus Anselm's interest lay in a field above the 

controversies of logic; his thoughts did not readily move within that formal circle. He 

joined of necessity in debates to which one cannot believe that he devoted his best 

faculties." (R. L. Poole, Illustrations of the History of Medieval Thought and Learning 

[New York: Dover Publications, 1960], p. 92). Anselm, in short, was not only a 

reluctant logician; he was a poor one. To counter this unfortunate attitude, we want to 

consider two things: first, Anselm's treatment of the errors of Roscelin with respect to 

the Trinity; second, Anselm's little work De grammatico.  

Refutation of Roscelin. The position of Roscelin concerning the doctrine of the Trinity 

is as follows. The Father, Son, and Holy Ghost must be three things and not merely 

one; if this were not so, if they were but one thing, then we could not say that only the 



Son became man; rather the one thing which is the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost was 

united with human nature. Since our faith forbids us to accept this consequence, we 

must agree that the three Persons are not one thing, but three, and that if usage 

permitted it, we could say there are three Gods. The three Persons are three things in 

the same way as there may be three angels or three souls.  

In presenting this position Roscelin invoked the authority of Lanfranc and Anselm, 

and, as De Vorges has shown (pp. 74-75), there is some basis for Roscelin's appeal to 

Anselm in the latter's preface to the Monologion. There Anselm notes that the Greek 

phrase "mia ousia, treis hypostaseis" can he rendered in Latin as "una essentia, tres 

substantiae." In short, a transliteration of the Greek into the Latin suggests that the 

persons of the Trinity can be referred to as three substances in one essence. Now this 

is quite misleading, since the traditional rendering of the Greek term "hypostasis" had 

been "persona," while "substantia" had quite another function in Latin. That this is 

indeed ambiguous had been pointed out to Anselm, but he was not convinced of the 

possible danger until Roscelin put the translation to such alarming use. Roscelin took 

it as warrant for claiming that the three Persons are three substances in exactly the 

same way as three men or three angels are three substances.  

Before launching his refutation, Anselm expatiates on the proper approach to an 

analysis of truths of faith, a discussion we drew on in speaking Anselm's views on the 

relation between faith and reason. First, Anselm forestalls the misunderstanding that 

he is out to establish the truth of the Trinity of Persons in God. This is something he 

accepts on faith, a truth which cannot be grounded on pure reason. Nevertheless, 

although this truth exceeds the comprehension of reason and because it seems to be 

repugnant to reason, it is important to show that this repugnance is only apparent. 

Second, he warns against temerity in undertaking such a discussion. The Christian 

ought not to undertake to show that any truth believed and confessed by the Church is 

impossible; rather, holding any such truth to be indubitable, loving that truth and 

living in humble accord with it, he may rationally seek to understand the fact. If he 

succeeds, let him give thanks to God; if he does not succeed, his head should be 

lowered, not in preparation for a defiant charge, but in venerating submission. Third, 

he observes that one who presumes to combat a truth confessed by the universal 

Church cannot be considered a Catholic; further, one who, without faith, undertakes 

to dispute about believed truths, simply cannot be dealt with as if he had the faith. We 

have already seen Anselm's insistence that faith is a prerequisite for doing theology; 

without faith one simply does not have the appropriate experience of what is up for 

discussion. "For he who does not believe does not experience; and he who is not an 

expert [qui expertus non fuerit] will not know." (De incarn. verb., 1) This suggests his 

approach to Roscelin, who Anselm bluntly says is not a Catholic. If he were of good 

faith, it would be a simple matter to show him on the authority of Scripture that there 

is one God and three divine Persons. Lacking this simple approach, being unable to 

avail himself of it, Anselm proposes to show Roscelin's error in a rational manner 

(ratione), which is here opposed to showing it by appeal to authority.  

There are dialecticians nowadays, Anselm begins, indeed heretical dialecticians, who 

maintain that universal substances are nothing other than vocal sounds (flatus vocis), 

who are unable to distinguish between a body and its color, who see no difference 

between a man's soul and the knowledge he has. It is such men as these who presume 

to discuss spiritual questions, men for whom reason is unable to rise above bodily 



imaginings. How, Anselm rhetorically asks, how can men who are unable to 

understand that many men are specifically one man grasp how it is that in the exalted 

and hidden nature of God there are several Persons, each of whom is God, and yet that 

there is but one God? A mind so dim that it cannot distinguish a horse from its color 

cannot be expected to be able to distinguish the one God and his several relations. He 

who identifies man and individual man can only think of man as person. How then 

can he understand the assumption of human nature by the Word of God? Christ is not 

a union of two persons, but the union of a divine Person with human nature. But how 

could a nominalist grasp that?  

With respect to trinitarian doctrine as such Anselm's reply can be briefly stated. When 

it is said that Father, Son, and Holy Ghost are three things, what is meant by thing? If 

thing refers to Persons which are diverse relations, there is no difficulty in the phrase, 

but if it refers to the divine substance, to what the Persons possess in common, then 

the statement is heretical. Anselm's remarks on the analogues to which Roscelin 

appeals are of interest from the point of view of opposition to nominalism. Roscelin 

argues that the Persons are three as three angels or three souls are. In what way are 

three members of the same species one for Anselm? The question is directed at the 

possible realism of Anselm. A realistic answer to the question would maintain that 

there is some one thing which is referred to by the common name. Is there, over and 

above individual men, a human nature which is referred to by "man"? Given his 

attitude toward Augustine, as well as the general tradition, we would expect that 

Anselm will accept the doctrine that in the Divine Word are to be found the exemplars 

of whatever is. In fact, Anselm holds this. (Monologion, 10) Furthermore, with 

respect to individual men he will maintain that however much they may be alike with 

respect to human nature, they differ from one another because of the collection of 

accidents peculiar to each. (Dc proc. spirit. sancti, 28) Thus, we have already seen 

Anselm asking rhetorically how those who cannot understand how many individual 

men are one man in species can expect to understand the Trinity. But in what sense 

are all men one man? "Specie," Anselm says: specifically. But what does that mean? 

The fact is that it is difficult to come up with a clean-cut answer when we ask how 

Anselm stands on the question of universals.  

De grammatico. The remark of Poole that we quoted earlier concerning Anselm's 

general disinterest in dialectics and his obvious incompetence when he overcomes his 

disinterest and indulges in it expresses a widespread estimate which is currently being 

questioned. The negative assessment of Anselm's talent as a logician was in large part 

based on a little dialogue, De grammatico, but the recent edition of that text with a 

commentary by Desmond P. Henry provides grounds for believing that it is Anselm's 

critics who may come out badly.  

In the first place, the De grammatico is solid proof that Anselm was interested in logic 

apart from current debates. In the preface to his De veritate Anselm suggests that the 

De grammatico could be useful for introducing people to the study of dialectics. If, 

contrary to received opinion, that dialogue presents us with an Anselm not only adept 

at logic but original and exciting when he turns his mind to it, a reappraisal is 

obviously called for. Furthermore, the dialogue may cast some light on Anselm's 

position with respect to to the problem of universals.  



The topic under discussion in the De grammatico is the meaning of denominative 

terms, and the title is taken from the common example of such terms, "grammatical" 

or "literate." The dialogue revolves around the difficulties which ensue when one fails 

to distinguish between the qualities signified by such terms and the bearers of these 

qualities. "White," for example, signifies whiteness and is applied to such things as 

cloth, skin, clouds, and so on. Since so many different things can possess the quality, 

it would be a mistake to identify the meaning of "white" with any of its possible 

bearers, for then it might seem to follow that we must identify cloth and skin, for 

example. If we think that whatever can possess the quality is a substance and notice 

that when we use the concrete quality-word (as "white"), we do so to speak of 

substances (for example, of skin, cloth, clouds, and so forth), then we may seem 

forced to accept both (1) "white is a substance" and (2) "white is a quality." The 

difficulty with (1) is that we think of any substance without thinking of it as white, 

and the difficulty with (2) again is that what is white is always a substance. Anselm 

suggests two kinds of meaning to dissolve these difficulties. First, there is precisive 

meaning. In this kind of meaning "white" only signifies "what possesses whiteness." 

Second, he speaks of oblique meaning. In this sense the vehicle or bearer of the 

quality is meant by the denominative term. Anselm's point is that no determinate type 

of hearer is included in the precisive meaning of a quality-word or denominative term. 

When a particular bearer of the quality is referred to and thus meant in a given 

context, it is only the context and not the precise meaning of such a denominative as 

"white" which enables us to see what is referred to. Anselm gives the following 

example. We are standing with someone and looking at two horses, a black one and a 

white one. He says, "Hit it." We look confused, and he adds, "Hit the horse." We ask 

which one, and he replies, "The white." It is not the meaning of "white" (precisely it 

means only what possesses whiteness) but the context which enables us to know that 

it is the white horse which is meant.  

So far so good. Substances are named or denominated from qualities which are not 

part of what they are, not part of their essence or nature. A man may be and be called 

short, fat, learned, and so forth. "Short" and "fat" do not have human nature in their 

meanings and cannot, in the sense of precisive signification, be said to signify or 

mean man. In certain contexts they are used to speak of man; we can then say that 

man is obliquely signified or referred to by them, but this does not commit us to the 

view that whatever is short is man and vice versa. Now Anselm wants to equate 

"grammaticus," or "literate," with "short." We may find it difficult to agree with him 

in this. If, as is sometimes held, "literate" is a proper accident of man, then man must 

enter into the definition of "literate." Anselm denies this. He explicitly says that 

"literate" is just like "white" and "short" and the like. One way he employs to show 

this is by comparing the relation between genus and species, on the one hand, and the 

denominative term and the denominated, on the other. He observes that while it would 

be silly to say of man that he is animal man, it is not silly to say that he is literate man. 

This is because man is not part of the definition of "literate." But, of course, with 

respect to the former example, we could say that man, or a man, is a human animal.  

There may be restrictions on the applicability of the point Anselm makes in the 

dialogue. What comes through clearly is the point that a denominative word signifies 

chiefly the denominating form and not anything which happens to possess that form. 

Such a term as "white" may be taken to mean "whatever possesses whiteness." If it 

were taken to mean, in the strong sense of "mean," the bearer of the quality, at least 



one of two absurdities would follow. Either there are different bearers of the quality, 

which we will then be committed to identifying, or, given there is but one bearer, we 

will find ourselves involved in infinite repetitions. To exemplify the first undesirable 

consequence, given that snow is white and swans are white, if these bearers are 

involved in the meaning of "white," or indeed if only one of them is, we would 

seemingly have to say that to be a swan and to be snow are the same. If there should 

be but one bearer of the quality and it be understood to be part of the meaning of the 

denominative, or quality, word, then "snow is white" can be analyzed into "snow is 

white snow" and that into "snow is white snow snow," and so on. Our earlier qualms 

about Anselm's generalization may be reexpressed now in terms of a distinction 

between qualities which just happen to have a single bearer and a quality which could 

not have more than one bearer. If "literate" be an example of the second type, then its 

analysis would have to proceed differently than the De grammatico suggests.  

It is not our intention to enter into a formal discussion of the logical doctrine of 

Anselm's little dialogue. Our principal historical point is that this dialogue exhibits, in 

a manner which cannot be gainsaid, Anselm's interest in dialectics for its own sake. 

Thus, not only did he employ dialectics in his other works but he was interested in the 

study of dialectics itself. Furthermore, and this is the point of Henry's study, he does 

so with an expertise and fruitfulness which ought to be appreciated. In commending 

this reassessment, Henry employs devices of recent logic and experiences none of the 

misgivings we have shown in our brief exposition of the subject matter of the De 

grammatico.  

In his work on free will Anselm is concerned to analyze a definition of Augustine's 

according to which free will is a power to do good and evil, a definition which would 

seem to preclude our speaking of God and the angels as free. In his work on truth 

Anselm distinguishes many meanings of "true" and extracts from them the core 

meaning of rectitude or correctness. He is thereby able to compare and distinguish the 

meanings involved in speaking of God as truth, of judgments and statements as true, 

of willing as correct or true. Both works repay close study and exhibit a fine mind at 

work.  

The thought of St. Anselm by and large proceeds within a context provided by faith, 

but if his is a believing intelligence, his writings give us the fruit of an activity which 

is not simply a reiterated act of faith. He wanted to understand what he believed, and 

this ideal, as we saw at some length above, is not a simple or uniform one. 

Furthermore, with respect to the controversy between the dialecticians and the 

antidialecticians, the placement of Anselm is not a black-and-white matter. He was 

understandably harsh with those he felt were trying to subject matters of belief to the 

canons of natural reason in a crude and distasteful manner, but his writings exhibit, 

deliberately and consciously, the bringing to bear of a questioning intelligence on 

matters of faith. Finally, Anselm wrote a logical work which, though it was for a long 

time dismissed as unimportant and inept, has recently undergone a significant 

reappraisal.  

It is not the task of the historian to predict the influence Anselm may have on future 

philosophy, but it can be asserted that it could be a broader and consequently different 

influence than he has exercised up to the present. Looking backward, it is safe to say 

that the single most important Anselmian doctrine is the proof of God's existence 



attempted in the Proslogion. We can be certain that Anselm's ontological argument 

will continue to be discussed. For the Christian, Anselm can be a model of the 

intellectual life; his was an intellect captivated by faith but not, for all that, indisposed 

to range as far and wide as possible. His writings convey, not so much by an argument 

to this effect as by their pervading spirit, that no rational truth could be inimical to or 

incompatible with what God has chosen to reveal to man. That conviction and his 

efforts to exhibit its grounds in particular matters are indication enough that 

obscurantism and narrowness are not necessary concomitants of religious faith.  
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Part III: The Twelfth Century 

Chapter III 

Peter Abelard 

A. The Man and His Work 

His name should be spelled "Abailard," but it is as "Abelard" that he is known, Peter 

Abelard, and just as he was wont to distinguish between vox and res, word and reality, 

we must take into account the difference between the myth or reputation of Abelard 

and what the man really was. The tradition of misspelling his name can be taken as 

almost symptomatic. Abelard has been for a long time a personality, an interesting, 



even tragic, character; there is a temptation, which few resist, to take sides first and 

then view the controversies in which he was involved from the vantage point of the 

parti pris. Was he the victim of William of Champeaux, of Anselm of Laon, of St. 

Bernard of Clairvaux, of the uncle of Heloise? Or was he the victim of his own pride 

and vanity, of the hubris which seemed to characterize him until his last year? To 

such questions we should perhaps respond with the title of one of Abelard's works: 

Sic et non, yes and no. He was an exceedingly complex character, at once congenial 

and abrasive, and no event of his life seems free of a fundamental ambiguity. Heloise 

and Abelard have been called the first modern couple -- I believe this is intended as a 

compliment -- and perhaps they were; perhaps that explains the ambivalence which 

marks not only their doomed affair but other events of his life as well. There is no 

label that has been attached to Abelard that cannot be questioned or at least qualified. 

He may not in this differ from others -- the convenience of labels seems inseparable 

from their inconvenience -- but here as elsewhere what may be true of many seems 

particularly true of Abelard. There is an element of exaggeration in the man, no matter 

how we view him. Always controversial, seldom dull, he seems never to have run out 

of surprises for his contemporaries. One is tempted to say that his ultimate trick was 

to end his life in so edifying a way that he elicited the unstinting praise of Peter the 

Venerable, and one wants to think that St. Bernard of Clairvaux, if not William of St. 

Thierry, must finally have come to admire his enemy.  

Peter Abelard was born in Palais, or Le Pallet, in Brittany in 1079. The stock from 

which he came was said to produce men good for the clerical life and not much else. 

Peter was early interested in things of the mind, and it may have been in 1094, at the 

age of fifteen, that Peter studied under Roscelin. There is reason to believe that he 

studied under Thierry of Chartres as well, and this too may have occurred while he 

was still a boy. We are not certain when exactly he first went to Paris. During this first 

stay he studied under William of Champeaux, at which time a characteristic of his 

manifested itself in a dramatic way. He began to quarrel with his teacher, to take 

exception to him, and, by his own account, to get the better of William. The upshot 

was that Abelard set up his own school, first at Melun, soon after at Corbeil in order 

to be closer to Paris; for his school, begun around 1104, was intended to rival that of 

William. Sometime before 1106 Abelard fell ill and returned to Brittany, where he 

remained for several years.  

In 1108 Abelard returned to Paris and to the classroom of William of Champeaux. 

William was now teaching at St. Victor in Paris, having become a monk. Abelard 

attended William's lectures on rhetoric, and the old quarrel began anew. Abelard 

forced William to change his view on the status of universals and, thus triumphant, 

once more set up his own school, this time just outside Paris at Mont Ste. Genevieve. 

He continued to teach and to cause consternation among William's loyal students until 

his mother summoned him home. His father had joined a religious order and his 

mother intended to do so, and she seems to have wanted him home before she took 

the step.  

Abelard returned from home around 1113, but now he had an entirely different 

ambition. He had decided at the age of thirty-four to study theology, and for this 

purpose he went to Laon, where Anselm and his brother Ralph taught. Their 

reputation was high, and it seemed a good choice, but almost immediately upon 

arriving at Laon, Abelard began to voice his criticism of Anselm. Taunted by the 



other students, he offered to comment on the Book of Ezekiel to show them how 

theology should be taught. They laughed when he sat down to the Bible. And yet, 

Abelard assures us, he dazzled his putative peers. They came to chortle; they stayed to 

take notes; they urged him to continue. Anselm was not to be counted among those 

elated at this outcome and became, in his turn, critical of Abelard.  

Predictably, Abelard's next move was to set up his own school of theology. Actually 

he was offered a chair at the cathedral in Paris, students from Laon followed him, and 

his career was on the ascendant. Then, as eventually it does to most men, love came to 

Abelard. He was no callow youth; he was mature in years, he had devoted his life to 

study and teaching, and his academic and ecclesiastical future looked bright indeed. 

But Heloise, when he met her, seemed brighter still and certainly preferable. She was 

the niece of Fulbert, a Canon of Notre Dame, a girl of much talent and some 

education. Abelard suggested to Fulbert that he, Abelard, move into the house where 

he could direct the education of Heloise. Abelard's teaching was the first casualty, he 

tells us. He no longer prepared; he taught only what he had taught before; he wrote 

poetry. Heloise became pregnant, and Abelard took her off to Brittany, where in the 

house of his sister their son Astralabe was born. Fulbert, who had been flattered by 

Abelard's interest in his niece, was infuriated by this turn of events. Abelard wanted to 

marry Heloise, but she refused. Her reasons came down to this, that a married Abelard 

could not achieve the heights beckoning to an unmarried Abelard. She was not 

suggesting a clandestine relationship; she did not propose to be his mistress or his 

wife; rather, she wanted the affair to end. Heloise emerges as a genuinely selfless 

young lady, while Abelard in his Historia calamitatum confesses that his own attitude 

was essentially selfish. Nonetheless, he refused to accept the self-effacing offer of 

Heloise, insisted they marry, but agreed that it should be kept secret. The marriage 

seems to have taken place in Paris, to which they had returned, having left little 

Astralabe in Brittany with his aunt. Fulbert would have nothing to do with a secret 

marriage, however, and he bruited about that the nuptials had taken place. Heloise and 

Abelard, for a multitude of reasons, were incensed by this, and Abelard took Heloise 

to a nunnery at Argenteuil, the abbess of which he knew and where Heloise had been 

raised. Infuriated by this, Fulbert in company with friends burst into Abelard's room 

and emasculated him. The uncle's rage is surely curious in its intensity -- and of 

course its effect on Abelard was decisive and permanent.  

In the wake of his maiming, Abelard repaired to the Abbey of St. Denys near Paris, 

where, he tells us, he reflected on the justice of the punishment that had been inflicted 

upon him. He made his profession as a monk at St. Denys around 1118, devoted 

himself to study and prayer -- and became critical of the house. It is generally agreed 

that this time his criticism had an unequivocal target. Bernard of Clairvaux was also 

critical of the mode of life at St. Denys. Old students sought out Abelard at the 

monastery, and he resumed teaching; it was at this time that he wrote his first 

theological work, in response to student requests and in criticism of Anselm of Laon. 

In 1121 he was summoned to a council at Soissons, where he expected to engage in 

public debate with Bernard of Clairvaux but where, to his surprise, he found a tribunal 

already convinced of his guilt. The charge was Sabellianism, but Abelard insists he 

was not found guilty of heresy. It was the fact that he had no license to teach theology 

that seems to have been his undoing, and in the event his book was burnt. As 

punishment he had to recite the Creed publicly and was entrusted to the abbot of St. 

Medard. Eventually he was freed by the papal legate and sent back to St. Denys. 



There he wore out his welcome by assuring the brethren that their St. Denys could not 

possibly have been Denys the Areopagite. One night he slipped away to Champagne 

and, once there, petitioned his abbot for permission to lead a monastic life elsewhere 

than at St. Denys. This was refused, but by the time Abelard got back to Paris there 

was a new abbot, permission was granted, and Abelard built an oratory at Quincey 

dedicated to the Paraclete. Once more students sought him out and Abelard resumed 

teaching, but he seems to have been somewhat nervous about doing so, perhaps 

mindful that he was again teaching theology without papal authority. In 1125 the 

monks at St. Cildas invited him to come as their abbot, and he agreed. It is 

conjectured that sometime during his stay at the Paraclete Abelard was ordained a 

priest. The monastery of which he became abbot was a literal nightmare. The monks 

kept concubines, and the place was impoverished. There was reason to suspect that 

the monks had both imagined that Abelard was a lenient religious and expected that 

students, with their fees, would follow him to St. Gildas. Abelard at this time gave the 

Paraclete to Heloise and her nuns. His attempts to reform his monastery put Abelard's 

very life in danger, and in 1131 he requested a papal investigation of the place. He 

himself left St. Gildas, in either 1131 or 1132, intending to go to Paris. It is here that 

the Historia calamitatum ends, and it has been conjectured that Abelard wanted the 

book to precede him to Paris and pave his way.  

Our next firm word about Abelard comes from John of Salisbury, who studied under 

Abelard at Mont Ste. Genevieve in 1136. Abelard seems to have taught until the 

convening of the Council of Sens in 1140. William of St. Thierry had written to 

Bernard of Clairvaux concerning Abelard's teaching, to receive encouragement, and 

Abelard once more was headed for trouble. There is reason to believe that Abelard 

and Bernard met to discuss the former's teaching, but Bernard was unsatisfied and 

Abelard was charged. Abelard appealed immediately from the council to the pope, but 

the council was upheld. Abelard was condemned and excommunicated, and his works 

were burnt at St. Peter's in Rome. Abelard set out for Rome to see if he could not 

reverse the judgment. He never got there. En route, he stopped off at Cluny, where 

Peter the Venerable was abbot. The abbot persuaded Abelard to make his peace with 

Bernard, and this was done. Abelard settled at Cluny, where his humility and devotion 

were a source of edification to the monks and to Peter the Venerable himself. Abelard 

died on April 21, 1142.  

Putting the Historia calamitatum, his poetry and letters to one side, the writings of 

Abelard fall into two main groups: logical and theological. Reliable editions of 

Abelard's logical writings are of fairly recent date, all within the present century, 

some within the decade. They fall into four groups: the so-called Introductiones 

parvulorum (1114), which are glosses of a fairly close type on Porphyry, Aristotle, 

and Boethius; the Logica ingredientibus (1120), containing glosses of increasing 

originality on Porphyry and Aristotle; the Logica nostrorum petitioni (1124), a very 

elaborate gloss on Porphyry's Isagoge; finally, the Dialectica, which is thought to 

have achieved its final form while Abelard was at Cluny. The dating of these works 

is, of course. conjectural and controverted. In 1958 two further works were attributed 

to Abelard. One of the most fruitful periods for historians of logic is the twelfth 

century, and for this reason it has been attracting so much attention that we may 

expect that our knowledge of Abelard's own logical work, and the context in which it 

was done, is bound to increase.  



Among Abelard's theological writings are De unitate et trinitate divina (about 1120), 

Sic et non (1122-23), Theologia Christiana, Theologia (1124-1136), Expositio ad 

Romanos, Scito teipsum (this is Abelard's ethics), and The Dialogue Between a 

Philosopher, a Jew, and a Christian.  

Since it was chronologically his first interest, we will begin our consideration of 

Abelard's doctrine with his logic and then go on to his theological work. Finally, we 

will have something to say about the ethical doctrine contained in his Know Thyself.  

B. Abelard's Logic 

The Nature of Logic. In his Dialectica Abelard tells us that there are seven works 

which are in common use among the Latins when logic is engaged in. They are the 

Isagoge of Porphyry, the Categories and On Interpretation of Aristotle, and four 

works of Boethius -- the Book on Divisions, the Topics, Categorical Syllogisms, and 

Hypothetical Syllogisms. Actually the influence of Boethius is very apparent in 

Abelard's logical works. Even in commenting on Porphyry and Aristotle he follows 

Boethius closely. It is a matter of curiosity whether Abelard knew any of Aristotle's 

logical works other than the Categories and On Interpretation. Fairly general 

agreement can be obtained that Abelard knew the Sophistical Refutations and that he 

had seen at least some of the Prior Analytics. Through Boethius he, of course, had 

some indirect knowledge of the complete Organon.  

Abelard simply takes over Boethius' solution of the controversy between the Stoic and 

Peripatetic schools (which Boethius, in turn, probably took from Ammonius). Should 

logic be regarded as a part of philosophy or only its instrument? The Stoics, who 

subdivided philosophy into physics, ethics, and logic, felt that logic had as much 

reason to be regarded as an autonomous part of philosophy as physics and ethics. It 

had an end of its own which was irreducible to those of physics and ethics. The 

Peripatetics, on the other hand, insisted on the instrumentality of logic and maintained 

that its goal was simply to aid us in achieving the goals of speculative and practical 

philosophy. Boethius, following Ammonius, wanted it both ways. He invoked the 

analogy of the hand, which is at once a part of the body and its instrument. More often 

than not, Abelard uses "dialectic" as synonymous with "logic." He is of course aware 

of the narrow use of the term "dialectic" when it refers to merely probable arguments; 

when he comments on the Topics he follows Boethius in likening the dialectician in 

the narrow sense to the rhetor or orator. In its broad sense, when dialectic is logic, it is 

a science. These two meanings of the term, the broad and the narrow, reflect Stoic and 

Aristotelian usage, respectively. When Abelard discusses the nature of logic, he 

appeals to the Stoic tripartite division of philosophy. Physics, or speculative 

philosophy, is concerned with the nature and causes of things; moral philosophy, or 

ethics, gives norms for the conduct of life. What does logic do? It treats of the way to 

construct arguments (de ratione argumentorum compenenda). It may be defined as 

ratio disserendi, that is, the science of discourse. Its task is to establish the truth or 

falsity of discourse. Abelard accepts from Boethius the notion that logic comprises 

both the art of discovering arguments and the art of confirming them, of judging their 

truth or falsity according to certain rules. These are constitutive parts of logic and not 

subdivisions of it, he says. What makes an argument true? Two things: the disposition 

of terms and the nature of things. If the goal of logic is the construction of true or 

scientific discourse, it is possible to see the task of logic subdivide into a study of 



names, propositions, the discovery of arguments, and, finally, their confirmation. 

Abelard goes to some trouble to distinguish logic from metayphysics, from 

psychology, from grammar and rhetoric, and from the mere ability to formulate 

arguments without knowing what it is that makes an argument valid or invalid.  

The logic of Abelard, whether in the various glosses or in the independent work 

Dialectica, takes its scope and direction from the authoritative logical works then 

available in Latin. This is not to say that Abelard was not an independent and 

interesting logician. For a lengthy analysis of Abelard's Dialectica, the reader is 

referred to W. and M. Kneale, The Development of Logic, pp. 202-224. To give some 

flavor of Abelard the logician, we will devote ourselves here to an analysis of one of 

his glosses on Porphyry, that of the Logica ingredientibus.  

The text being glossed is the famous one in which Porphyry states the problem of 

universals. Abelard lists the three questions raised by Porphyry and adds three of his 

own: (1) What is the common cause of our imposing universal names? (2) How do we 

understand universal names in which no particular thing seems to be conceived? (3) 

Would the name rose continue to have a meaning if all roses were destroyed? 

Promising to resolve these questions, Abelard notes that he will discuss the problem 

of universals only from the point of view of genus and species, leaving the other three 

predicables aside.  

A definition of universal is needed at the outset. Abelard invokes the definition given 

by Aristotle in On Interpretation: a universal is that which is naturally apt to be 

predicated of many. As for the particular, Porphyry's definition is taken to be accurate 

enough: the particular is that which is predicated only of one. Not only words but 

things too are called universals, Abelard says. What he has in mind is Aristotle's 

remark, "Since of things, some are universals and others are singulars, I call that 

universal . . . ." So too, Porphyry has located genus and species in the nature of things. 

From all this Abelard concludes that things themselves are contained in the universal 

name.  

How can the universal definition be applied to a thing? It would seem that no one 

thing, or no collection of things, is predicated of many things taken one by one. Yet 

that seems to be the characteristic of the universal. How is one thing, or a collection of 

things, called universal? Abelard proposes to examine all the available opinions on 

the matter.  

(1) First Opinion. Some have tried to resolve the difficulty by saying that things 

which differ from one another in form nonetheless have essentially the same 

substance. This is the material essence of the individuals in which it is; moreover, it is 

one in itself and diverse only through the forms of its inferiors. Were these forms 

removed, there would be absolutely no difference between the things, for their 

diversity is due simply to forms: the matter is in essence absolutely the same. Thus, 

the same substance is made to be Plato by these accidents and Socrates by those.  

Abelard thinks Porphyry would agree to this solution since he had written, "By 

participation in the species many men are one, but in particulars the one and common 

is many." Boethius too would seemingly agree, for he maintained that the same 

universal is at the same time entirely present in the different things of which it 



constitutes the substance materially; though universal in itself, it is individual thanks 

to advening forms, without which it subsists naturally in itself. Apart from such forms 

it by no means exists actually; in actuality it is always individual, although by nature 

it is universal. According to Boethius, Abelard concludes, individuals subsist, whereas 

universals are understood.  

We need not be terribly concerned with the degree of accuracy with which Abelard 

ascribes positions to his predecessors; our present interest is in his reaction to the 

position as he has formulated it. He objects to it by saying that it is contrary to nature. 

Consider this one nature which is said to be essentially the same beneath diverse 

forms. Where is it? It is in individuals and individuals are many, and that entails that 

some one thing which is affected by certain forms be another thing which is affected 

by other forms. For example, animal is a genus, a species of universal. All right. 

Animal is essentially the same thing as it takes on the form of rationality and as it 

takes on the form of irrationality. But this is tantamount to saying that the irrational 

animal is the rational animal.  

One might reply to Abelard by saying that irrational animal and rational animal can be 

identified to the extent that they are animal, but not insofar as they are rational and 

irrational. Abelard is ready. If substance is said to be the same and different only 

because of different qualities, we are merely postponing the problem. Quality too is a 

genus, and this would seem to entail that all qualities are the same. Finally, Abelard 

says, if difference is always something other than substance, how can we possibly talk 

about a plurality of substances? The import of that question is clear. If there are not 

many substances, there will not be many individuals for a universal to be common to.  

(2) Second Opinion. Another opinion, one Abelard feels is close to the truth, would 

have it as follows. Individual things do not differ from one another because of forms; 

rather they are discrete personally in their essences. That which is in one is in no way 

to be found in another, whether it be matter or form. Even were all their forms 

removed, things would not subsist less discrete in their essences. Their personal 

differentness, that thanks to which this one is not that one, does not come from forms. 

It is the diversity itself of essence, just as the forms themselves are diverse one from 

another in themselves. If we do not say this, the diversity of forms would have to 

proceed ad infinitum, appeal always being made to further forms to explain the 

difference between these forms. Well, if forms can just simply differ from one 

another, why cannot individuals?  

Abelard reacts to this opinion by wondering how those who hold it, hold namely that 

things are utterly different from one another, can admit universals at all. They do so 

by a distinction. True enough, they hold, things are not essentially the same, but they 

can be said to be indifferently so. Thus, individual men, different from one another in 

themselves, as individuals, are the same in man, that is, they do not differ (are 

indifferent) with respect to humanity. The universal is grounded on this indifference.  

There is a subdivision of this second opinion. (a) Some hold that the universal is 

simply a collection of many individuals, for example, all men taken together are the 

species. Abelard thinks that Boethius would be in agreement with this. He quotes 

Boethius as follows, "Species must be considered to be nothing other than the thought 

collected from the substantial likeness of individuals, and genus from the likeness of 



species." That collected likeness, Abelard suggests, amounts to a collecting of many. 

(b) Others hold that the species is not only men brought together but the individuals 

also insofar as they are men. When it is said that what Socrates is is predicated of 

many, this has to be understood figuratively, that is, many are the same as he. This 

means that there will be as many species and genera as there are individuals, but 

because of likenesses of nature those who hold this position would assign a smaller 

number of universals than there are individuals.  

In replying or reacting to (a) Abelard asks how the whole collection of men together 

can be called the species if the species is predicated of each of them? The species is 

not predicated partially of an individual; what it expresses must be wholly in each one 

of them. Furthermore, why would not small groups of men constitute a species, with 

the result that the species, man, would contain a great number of species? And what 

happens to the species if one member of the collection is removed?  

As for (b), Abelard asks how we are to distinguish the universal from the particular in 

terms of "predicated of many" if Socrates like man can be said of many things? That 

is, if what Socrates is as man is said of many because they are the same as he, why 

cannot other men be called Socrates for the same reason? To the possible retort that to 

say Socrates agrees with Plato "in man" means that he does not differ from him in 

man, Abelard replies that we could just as easily say that Socrates does not differ from 

Plato in stone.  

Abelard feels that the discussion has brought us to a point where it seems clear that 

things cannot be called universals, whether things be taken singly or collectively. The 

only alternative is to ascribe universality to words alone. The grammarian 

distinguishes appellative from proper nouns, Abelard observes, and the logician has a 

similar distinction to make between universal and particular words. By a universal 

word is meant one that can he predicated of many, for example, the term "man" can 

be conjoined with the particular names of men because of the nature of the subject 

things on which it is imposed. Particular words, a proper noun like "Socrates," are 

predicable only of one thing unless it be used equivocally, in which case it is no 

longer one word but many. Abelard does not mean to equate the grammatical and 

logical distinctions. He points out that a construction satisfies the grammarian if it 

makes sense, even though it does not show the status of a thing. Thus, "Man is a 

stone" is good grammar; it clearly indicates a meaning, but it does not truly 

demonstrate the status of man. The universal is never just the appellative, for the 

appellative includes oblique cases which are of little interest to the logician, who is 

primarily concerned with the proposition.  

Having defined words as universal and particular, we must inquire into the properties 

of universal words. The thing about universal words is that they seem to stand for no 

one thing and to constitute no clear meaning of anything. For it is clear that a 

universal word does not apply to something, insofar as it differs from something else 

to which the same universal word is applicable. Thus, it might seem that universals do 

not derive their meaning from things. "Man," for example. does not stand for Socrates 

or any other individual or for the collection of individuals. We cannot infer from the 

proposition "A man sits in the house" that Socrates or any other particular man is 

sitting there. "Man," then, seems to signify no one thing, or even nothing. Where does 

it get its meaning? Abelard suggests the following. Universal words signify different 



things by naming them. Take the word "man." It names individual things for a 

common reason, namely, that they are men, and that is why it is called a universal. It 

also forms a certain conception which is common, not proper, and which pertains to 

the individuals in which it conceives the common likeness. Abelard considers this 

sufficient preparation for answering the three questions he has added to those of 

Porphyry. First, what is the common cause of the imposition of the universal word? 

Abelard says that individual men are discrete in essence as well as in accidents, but 

are united insofar as they are men. He does not mean to say that they are united in 

man, since nothing is man except a discrete thing. They are united in being man. To 

be man is not the same as man or indeed as anything. "Not to be in a subject," one of 

the characteristics of substance, is not itself something; the same can he said of "not to 

undergo contrariety" and "not to he subject to more or less." Yet these phrases express 

what Aristotle says is true of substance. What Abelard is trying to avoid is the 

position according to which individuals are said to be the same because of some other 

individual thing. Socrates and Plato are alike in being man; horse and ass are alike in 

not being man. Consequently, for different things to agree is for the individuals to be 

the same or not to be the same, as to be white or not to he white, to be man or not to 

be man. Abelard is not desirous of avoiding the issue by appeal to negative phrases. 

When we say of two things that they agree in the status of man, we are saying that 

they are alike in being men, that in this they do not differ in the least. Abelard adds 

that we can make that assertion without any appeal to essence. We call it the status 

itself of man to be man and that is not some further thing. To be a man -- that is the 

common cause of the imposition of the universal term "man" on individuals. It is in 

being man that the individuals agree with one another. What is Abelard saying here? 

Is he denying that Socrates and Plato have the same nature? Is he denying that they 

agree in essence? Or is he simply saying that it is not human nature as it exists in 

Socrates or as it exists in Plato that is signified by "man"? And what does he mean by 

status? We shall return to these questions.  

Abelard's second question had to do with the understanding of universal words. He 

begins by distinguishing understanding and sense. The former does not make use of a 

corporeal organ, and it bears on the likeness of things constructed by the mind for 

itself. Thus, if a tower we saw is destroyed, we can no longer see it, but we still have 

the mental likeness formed of it. And, as seeing does not constitute the tower, neither 

is understanding the form or likeness. Abelard goes on to disagree with Aristotle, 

who, Abelard feels, equated an operation of the soul with the form by saying that the 

passiones animae are likenesses of things. Abelard prefers to call the image the 

likeness of the thing. Nonetheless, he concedes that understanding too can be called a 

likeness since it conceives what is properly called the likeness of the thing. Actually 

there is no disagreement with Aristotle here; the phrase "passions of the soul" which 

occurs in On Interpretation does not mean, as Abelard thinks, mental acts, but 

concepts. Abelard maintains that universal words are common and confused images 

of many things. Universality is achieved at the expense of distinctness. "Man" stands 

vaguely for this man, that man, and so on, and does not evoke a sharp image in the 

way "Socrates" does. Abelard would seem to have answered his third question as 

well: although the conception of rose would depend upon existent roses, once the 

mental image is formed, it can be retained and "rose" will preserve its meaning even if 

all roses should cease to exist.  



Abelard's conclusion is that universal words signify the common form which is 

present to the mind, although he notes that the most forceful explanation of universals 

is that they are caused by a common conception formed in accord with the nature of 

things. Abelard feels that solution is closed to him, and he is left with the view that 

the universal word signifies a fuzzy, indistinct image which is formed by the mind.  

These preliminaries done, Abelard turns to Porphyry's questions. He feels he can say, 

first of all, that universal words name existent things, but only in the way explained 

above. They owe their universality to the operation of our mind; the universality is not 

something existent in the sense of extramental. Are universals corporeal or 

incorporeal? This question, like the foregoing one, is ambiguous, Abelard observes. 

Some universal words may signify incorporeal substances, others corporeal 

substances. In the latter case, does the name common to many corporeal things signify 

something incorporeal? Sic et non, Abelard replies. It signifies individual corporeal 

things in a common fashion which presupposes an incorporeal image in our mind. The 

third question, whether universals exist in corporeal things, is answered by noting that 

the universal concept or image does not exist in corporeal singulars, although it 

represents what is in them. As for the dispute between Plato and Aristotle on this 

matter, Abelard has a swift reconciliation. Aristotle correctly maintained that what 

universals signify exists actually only in singulars; Plato just as correctly maintained 

that there is nothing to prevent their existing apart.  

What, in sum, is Abelard maintaining with respect to universals? Few scholars discern 

an absolutely clear-cut doctrine emerging from Abelard's several discussions of the 

problem. Perhaps the two outstanding difficulties with Abelard's position are (1) the 

view that the universal word signifies something vague and (2) that this vague 

something is the status rather than the essence of individuals. As for the first, are not 

we able to have a very distinct notion of what "house" or rose means without at the 

same time asserting that those meanings are snapshots of individual houses or roses? 

When Abelard discusses Boethius' treatment of universals, it becomes clear that 

Abelard sees no way in which things named by the same universal word can be said to 

have a common essence. And yet, what can he mean by his status theory if not 

something pertaining to the substance -- that is, the essence -- of individual men? He 

has emphatically excluded the view that this man is this one thanks to his accidents; 

by the same token, it would seem, he cannot maintain that 'many' signifies a similarity 

among individual men based on their accidents. What is left save to say that they are 

essentially similar? At this point, Abelard hits on the notion that human nature is one 

and predicable of many due to our mental image; what the name stands for is the 

common conception, the result of understanding. But again we must ask, what does 

the common conception stand for, of what is it a conception? Abelard, it is true, 

admits that something other than the common conception causes the imposition of the 

universal word, but he is far from clear as to what this something is -- except that it is 

the status of the individuals.  

C. Faith and Reason 

In the controversy between dialecticians and antidialecticians Abelard must of course 

be counted among the dialecticians. It would indeed have been curious if one who had 

devoted himself to logic as long and profoundly as Abelard had did not, when he 

turned to theology, seek some relation between his new interest and his previous one. 



He was convinced of the utility of logic for theology because he wanted, not to reduce 

faith to the level of reason, but rather to defend and understand the faith with a most 

powerful weapon. Abelard's difficulties with ecclesastical authorities should not lead 

us to think that he questioned authority or that he had an inadequate sense of the 

harmful effects of heresy. Indeed, much of his theological work was prompted by a 

desire to refute heresy. He wrote that he had no desire to be a philosopher if that 

entailed turning away from St. Paul; indeed, if it meant separation from Christ, he 

would not care to be Aristotle himself. But he had little patience with those who 

warned against the study of dialectic. In the prologue to the fourth tractate of his 

Dialectica Abelard gives a strong defense of logic in relation to faith. He asks why he 

should be forbidden to read authors by men who apparently read them assiduously 

themselves. More seriously, he observes that logic offers strong weapons against the 

sophisms of heretics. He adds that many are foes of logic because they have not the 

talent to understand it.  

Besides its defensive role, logic has a more positive part to play with respect to faith. 

Not only is its study useful in order that the believer may dispute well with those who 

attack the faith but logic also has a constructive role to play, insofar as the believer 

strives for an understanding of his faith. If Abelard finds it fairly easy to argue in 

favor of a conjunction of reason and authority when it is a matter of defending the 

faith, he is somewhat less clear on the constructive understanding of faith. Before 

considering this further, we must look at what Abelard had to say on the nature of 

faith.  

Against the view that faith can be explained solely in terms of a voluntary assent to 

what is not understood, Abelard defines faith first in terms of intellectual assent: id 

quod mente firmiter tenemus. We must, he insists, know the meaning of what we 

believe. In writing to his son he says that faith comes not from force but from reason 

(ratione). To sustain this point, he will cite the persuasive efforts of apostolic and 

patristic writers. On another occasion Abelard defined faith as an existimatio of things 

unseen, and this drew fire from critics who felt that he was maintaining that belief is 

merely an opinion. How, they asked, can this square with the certainty of belief? 

Abelard may seem to have argued himself into a strange position here, holding both 

that we must understand what we believe and that faith is opinion. He makes a 

number of distinctions which make it clear that he is consistent with himself and is 

maintaining a position that is far from dangerous.  

As others had before him, Abelard distinguishes three modes of faith which can be 

expressed by three phrases: credere Deum, credere Deo, credere in Deum. It is not 

easy to find English equivalents for these nuanced expressions. The first (credere 

Deum) covers acceptance of the existence of God, and this as a kind of minimal 

assent. The second (credere Deo) involves trust in God's words and promises. The 

third (credere in Deum) involves loving and cherishing God. As Sikes points out, the 

progression Abelard has in mind here is not unlike the distinction Aquinas will 

employ between fides informata and fides formata, the latter a faith informed by 

charity. Abelard is willing to say that faith in its minimal sense can be possessed by 

one who does not love God, one who is in a state of sin. This indicates that Abelard 

does not think of faith as some abstract, merely mental assent to what God has 

revealed. Beyond revealed truth is the revealing Truth, and we must convert ourselves 

to him by means of love. Thus, Abelard can speak of the primordia fidei, the 



beginnings of faith, which one has when one accepts the truth of Christian doctrine. 

But the term of faith is not a dialectical exercise on the contents of faith; it is a loving 

union with God.  

As for the meaning of existimatio, we must take into account a distinction Abelard 

makes when he says that we must understand what we believe. The understanding 

referred to is contrasted with comprehension; Abelard, no more than any other 

medieval theologian, is not suggesting that we can comprehend what God has 

revealed. Since the understanding of faith falls short of comprehension, it is not 

altogether surprising that Abelard speaks of it as an existimatio. Later writers like 

Aquinas will say of faith that it is less than science and more than opinion. Since 

Abelard is not suggesting that what we believe is probable and is insisting that it is 

less than comprehension, his existimatio could be taken to foreshadow the view of 

Aquinas.  

Abelard is thought to he a very important figure in the history of theology, 

particularly from the point of view of method. De Chellinek writes, "The prologue as 

well as the content of the Sic et non had an enduring influence on the theological 

movement, even on the canonical." (Le mouvement théologique du XIIe siècle , p. 

164) The method of Sic et non is to set before the reader conflicting authoritative texts 

on a variety of points, a device calculated to stimulate the student to effect a 

resolution of seeming contradictions. Many of the passages brought into seeming 

contradiction are from Scripture, and in the prologue to the work Abelard has things 

to say about the language of Scripture. We must, he points out, take into account that 

copyists' errors may present us with difficulties. Beyond that, his view of the 

inspiration of Scripture is that it consists of an indwelling of the Holy Ghost in the 

sacred writer, an indwelling which does not amount to the dictation of what is to be 

written. Rather, thanks to the indwelling of the Holy Ghost, the sacred writer 

expresses in his own words and in his own way what he has learned. Scripture is 

extremely important for Abelard as the vehicle of what is to be believed, but he sees a 

need for interpretation and critique of it. And, after all, Abelard is a Catholic, and will 

insist on the role of tradition and of the Church in defining the content of faith.  

We have already said that Abelard must be numbered among the dialecticians. 

Actually, his position may seem a little ambiguous on this controversy. In the 

Theologia Christiana we read: "Is God subjected to the rules established by 

philosophy? No, he breaks them and shows their vanity by every miracle. Is not the 

healing of a blind man in contradiction to that rule of Aristotle, 'For neither will one 

made blind see again'? And does not the divine maternity of Mary contradict this 

other rule: 'If she gives birth, she has been with a man'?" (PL, 178, 1245C-D) 

Furthermore, "It should suffice for human reason to know that human intelligence 

cannot comprehend him who so far surpasses all things and completely exceeds the 

powers of human discussion and comprehension." (1124B) It would be easy to 

multiply such texts in which Abelard sounds as negative as any antidialectician. 

However, in the Introductio a different view is taken. Commenting on a remark of St. 

Gregory to the effect that faith loses its merit if grounded on reason, Abelard replies 

to those who would use this remark to counsel against thinking on what is believed: 

"If the interpretation given were true, St. Gregory would be in opposition to himself 

and to all the holy Doctors who have recommended the use of reason to establish and 

defend the faith. Moreover, St. Gregory opposes with arguments those who doubted 



the fact of the resurrection, although precisely on this question he had said 'Faith loses 

its merit if reason gives an argument for it.' Does not his procedure go contrary to the 

opinion attributed to him, namely, that one ought not to reason concerning the faith? 

No more has he said that it loses all its merit when it was engendered by rational 

argumentation rather than by divine authority and when one believes not because God 

has said it but because reason has been convinced." Those who condemn reasoning 

about faith are seeking an excuse for their own ignorance. "I think no one can ignore 

the fact that it is rational study rather than sanctity which has caused progress in those 

instructed in divine science."  

The ambivalence here disappears when we consider the purpose of the two works. 

The Theologia Christiana was written to counter the abuses of Roscelin; in the 

Introductio Abelard is countering the abuses of the antidialecticians. Moreover, in the 

former work Abelard speaks of the utility of the arts, especially dialectic, for reading 

Scripture, and in the latter insists on the incomprehensibility of mysteries. There does 

not seem to be any strong basis for arguing that Abelard's thought developed on this 

point. Rather, we must consider his main target of the moment and the balance he 

strives to maintain.  

For Abelard God is the source of all knowledge of faith. There is, however, much 

ambiguity in his position on the Trinity. Is the Trinity a mystery which can be attained 

only on the basis of faith or is it accessible to natural reason? Abelard says at least 

that the Trinity of Persons has been revealed by God through the Jewish prophets and 

through Gentile philosophers. He says explicitly that Plato came closest to the 

Christian faith in this matter. It is true that he makes this claim on the basis of what he 

has read in the Fathers. What is more important, however, is Abelard's insistence that 

if pagan philosophers possessed knowledge of the Trinity, this was because God had 

revealed it to them. But what does he mean by revelation? In commenting on the 

Epistle to the Romans 1:20, a passage where Paul says that the invisible things of God 

were available to the Romans through the visible things of this world, Abelard seems 

to mean by revelation that God's nature and the Trinity of Persons can be known by 

reflecting on God's effects. Scholars are at odds on the significance of such assertions. 

Some see here an explicit contradiction with Abelard's teaching elsewhere that a 

mystery cannot be comprehended; others try to distinguish between factual awareness 

of the mystery and comprehension of it. The defender of Abelard's orthodoxy on this 

point has his work cut out for him.  

D. Abelard's Ethics 

Abelard was more impressed by the pagan philosophers in the area of morals than in 

divinity, however, and it is in their ethical concern that he sees the center of their 

philosophical effort. Indeed, the pagan philosophers were far closer to Christianity 

than were the Jews, because Jewish law is largely an external matter, whereas pagan 

philosophers saw the importance of interior justice, of chastity, of contempt for this 

world. This assessment of pagan moral philosophy betrays the salient feature of 

Abelard's own moral teaching.  

In his Ethics, the subtitle of which is Know Thyself, Abelard insists on the priority of 

the interior in morals. It is our inner intention, our consent, that makes an external act 

good or bad and not vice versa. The measure of morality thus firmly located in the 



interior act, in intention and consent, Abelard had opened himself to the charge of 

subjectivism. And indeed among the propositions condemned at the Council of Sens 

was the contention that those who crucified Christ did not sin because they acted in 

ignorance, and we cannot ascribe guilt to those who know not what they do. Another 

stated that a man is not made good or bad by his acts, presumably his external actions.  

Is Abelard's ethical position subjectivistic? He appears to be maintaining, not that our 

interior intention constitutes what is good or bad, but rather that one must personally 

recognize what is good and bad. The emphasis, nevertheless, is on the inner man. 

Purity of heart is what must be striven for, since, once it is had, perception of the true 

end is possible. Abelard will distinguish between vice and sin. Vice is a tendency to 

perform bad actions, but sin consists in consenting to the tendency and acting in 

accord with it. What this distinction enables Abelard to do is to separate himself from 

the position that sin resides in the will. This is not so, he maintains; it is possible to 

sin while having a good will or disposition and not to sin while having a bad will. The 

nub of the matter lies in consent and intention.  

Abelard's ethical doctrine, with its strengths and weaknesses, has always been 

regarded as remarkable and as a further sign of his genius. It would not be long before 

ethical discussions would be carried on within the framework of the Nicomachean 

Ethics, something which will enable them to advance rapidly beyond the tentative 

steps Abelard took. And yet, when it is considered that Abelard's work on ethics was 

composed in the almost complete absence of a model, we must marvel at his 

accomplishment. This is not to say, of course, that Abelard did not draw on previous 

authors. The point is rather that, surprising as it may seem, there is a case that can be 

made for the contention that Abelard was more original in ethics than in logic. His 

logical writings consist either of glosses or commentaries on the writings of others or, 

in his Dialectica, a more or less independent presentation of the contents of the works 

which had been previously commented on and largely in the same order as the 

commentaries. The Dialectica is, so to speak, a commentary without the text. The 

Ethics is Abelard himself, from beginning to end: the form is his, the problems and 

their order are his. If, as is charged, he emphasized the subjective in such a way that 

he seems to cut it adrift from adequate criteria of good subjectivity and bad 

subjectivity (a charge which is surely an exaggeration), it would have to be added that 

such an emphasis is always a salutary balance to the tendency to an excessive 

exteriorization of the criteria for good and bad action.  
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Part III: The Twelfth Century 

Chapter IV 

The School of Chartres 

A. From Fulbert to Bernard 

The fame and influence of the cathedral school of Chartres during the twelfth century 

is beyond dispute. The writings of the men whom we shall consider in this chapter 

would he sufficient argument for the importance of the school, but we have as well 

the unstinted praise of John of Salisbury, himself a notable figure, who records the 

merits of the men under whom he studied at Chartres. There is, moreover, the 

opposition to Gilbert of Poitiers and William of Conches by St. Bernard of Clairvaux 

and William of St. Thierry, an opposition whose vigor witnesses to the importance of 

the target. Furthermore, there is the rivalry between Chartres and St. Victor at Paris to 

indicate that in the twelfth century the school of Chartres was widely recognized as a 

force to be reckoned with. Before speaking of the character of the twelfth century, 

something must be said of the first real fame of the school during a period straddling 

the millennium.  

Fulbert (c.960-1028), who was bishop of Chartres from 1006 until his death, is 

generally recognized as the man who put Chartres on the map of medieval education. 

He was not, of course, the founder of the school. Fulbert studied under Gerbert at 

Rheims, came to Chartres about 990, and for about ten years was an assistant in the 

cathedral school. It is unlikely that Fulbert continued to teach after becoming bishop, 

but under his patronage the school achieved great fame. Its purpose was to prepare 

young men for the clerical life, and there was no ideal of a general secular culture. 

The course of studies was based on the liberal arts, and Fulbert himself seems to have 

known some medicine. The quality and scope of instruction at Chartres under Fulbert 

have probably been greatly exaggerated, as have the accomplishments of Fulbert 

himself. Chartres was not the only center of learning during the time of Fulbert, and 

the schools at Liège and Cologne were undoubtedly more advanced in mathematics 

than was Chartres. Qualifications in the usual estimate must be made accordingly, but 

when adjustments are made for the excessive praise of his contemporaries at Chartres, 

the fact still remains that Fulbert presided over a definite strengthening of the 

cathedral school. It should be noted that Berengar of Tours, who was to provoke a 

lively theological controversy, studied at Chartres under Fulbert, although it is 

doubtful that Fulbert himself was then in the classroom.  

A new flowering of the school took place under Bernard of Chartres (died before 

1130), of whose teaching we know through John of Salisbury, although John himself 



had studied, not under Bernard, but rather under two of his pupils, William of 

Conches and Bernard Bishop. John gives us a description of Bernard's method of 

teaching grammar. There are, he writes, four things which are of chief importance in 

the pursuit of philosophy and the exercise of virtue. They are reading, doctrine, 

meditation, and good works. The first three lead to knowledge, and from knowledge 

good works flow; by the same token, the cultivation of virtue naturally precedes the 

quest for knowledge. Grammar is the foundation for and presupposition of all else and 

must therefore be learned first. Thus, reading (lectio) is the first step in the study of 

philosophy. In what does this reading consist? John suggests a distinction between 

prereading and reading, the former being the task of the teacher in the classroom, the 

latter solitary reading. Now what the grammaticus does in the prereading is this: he 

breaks the text into parts of speech, explains the metrics when it is verse, points out 

barbarisms and other breaches of the rules of language, explains tropes and figures of 

speech. A grammaticus like Bernard apparently employed the prereading as an 

occasion to discourse about all the arts.{1} John tells us that he would assess the 

arguments of the text (logic), comment on its eloquence and persuasiveness (rhetoric), 

and, when the text permitted it, expatiate on the quadrivium of mathematics and on 

physics and ethics. John assures us that this is the desirable way of prereading the 

auctores, the authors who came to function as authorities.  

When he mentions the doctrine of the Timaeus of Plato, according to which the 

coming to be of the things of this world involves Ideas and matter, John of Salisbury 

calls Bernard the best Platonist of his time. He quotes some verse of Bernard in which 

a distinction is made between what is not and what truly is. What truly is comprises 

God, the Ideas, and matter.{2} Of these three, God alone is unqualifiedly eternal, since 

Bernard is reluctant to speak of matter and Ideas as coeternal with him. John quotes a 

few lines from Bernard's exposition of Porphyry which cast some light on this. "There 

are two kinds of effect of the divine mind, one which he creates from a subject matter 

or which is created along with it, another which he makes of himself and contains in 

himself, requiring no outside aid. The heavens indeed he made in his intellect from 

the beginning, and to form them there he needed neither matter nor extrinsic form." 

(Metal., IV, 35) The Ideas appear to be the patterns of external divine creativity, but 

as Ideas they are described as velut quidam effectus: as certain effects. John returns to 

the Platonism of Bernard in another text. "He posited Ideas, emulating Plato and 

imitating Bernard of Chartres, and said that apart from them there is no genus or 

species. An Idea, in the definition of Seneca, is an eternal exemplar of those things 

which come to be by nature. And since universals are not subject to corruption nor 

alterable by movements . . . they are truly called universals." (Metal., II, 17) A 

common noun, then, names an unchanging reality, an Idea contained in God, though 

an effect of God and not quite coeternal with him; as for the sensible things around us, 

John agrees with Plato that they "await no naming due to their instability."{3}  

The Platonism John of Salisbury attributes to Bernard is a common characteristic of 

the school in the twelfth century, and its source is, aside from the information that 

could be gleaned from the Fathers (principally Augustine) and Boethius, the Timaeus 

as translated and commented on by Chalcidius. Another source of Chartrian Platonism 

was Macrobius' commentary on Cicero's Dream of Scipio. Moreover, there is 

evidence that the so-called Hermetic writings exercised an influence on the school. 

The Plato of the Timaeus is of course a philosopher seeking to explain the cosmos. 

During this time Plato, as natural philosopher, is often contrasted with Aristotle, the 

http://www.nd.edu/Departments/Maritain/etext/hwp212.htm#n_1#n_1
http://www.nd.edu/Departments/Maritain/etext/hwp212.htm#n_2#n_2
http://www.nd.edu/Departments/Maritain/etext/hwp212.htm#n_3#n_3


dialectician. When the Chartrian thinkers employ Plato, it is to aid in understanding 

the content of their faith: the Timaeus is considered to be an explication of Genesis. In 

short, we must not expect to find in the twelfth-century school of Chartres anything 

like a clear distinction between philosophy and theology. The problem here, as with 

Anselm of Canterhury, is rather one of applying reason to faith in order to occupy a 

middle ground between the simple acceptance of what God has revealed and the full 

knowledge of truth. Full knowledge is not something that can be attained in this life. 

The pertinent dyad, then, is faith and reason. As a school, the men of Chartres are 

convinced that they have an obligation not only to believe but to understand, to the 

degree that this is possible, the contents of their belief. This approximation to an 

understanding is gained by appeal to such works as the Timaeus. In this effort they 

quite often offended the sensibilities of others who felt they were compromising the 

clear intent of revelation and ridiculing the faith of the simple. Bernard of Clairvaux 

and William of St. Thierry are as shocked by some Chartrians as they are by Abelard 

himself -- and often with good reason. Bernard and William feel that the way to 

explicate Scripture is to have recourse to the Fathers, not to pagan philosophers.  

We will see some particular points of dispute later in this chapter and in the next; 

from a distance of centuries, and with the intermediary of much development in 

theology, the modern reader finds himself drawn sometimes to the side of the 

antidialecticians, sometimes to that of the dialecticians. There were excesses on both 

sides, to be sure; perhaps the greatest temptation to the historian is to look with lofty 

condescension on the whole dispute. That attitude is not a serious possibility for one 

who senses the utter seriousness of what is at issue in the clash of the dialecticians and 

antidialecticians. Perhaps the best attitude here is suggested in a remark attributed to 

Bernard of Chartres by John of Salisbury. "We are like dwarfs sitting on the shoulders 

of giants; we see more things and more distant things than did they, not because our 

sight is keener nor because we are taller than they, but because they lift us up and add 

their giant stature to our height." (Metal., III, 4) T. S. Eliot put the same thought more 

succinctly in replying to those who say we ought not read the old authors because we 

know so much more than they did: "Yes," Eliot said, "And they are what we know."  

By stressing the efforts at cosmology at Chartres we do not mean to suggest that the 

schema of the seven liberal arts no longer provided the basic pattern of education. It 

did. But what differentiates the twelfth century from earlier ones, and what justifies 

calling it a renaissance, is the fact that the various arts were no longer considered to 

be summed up in encyclopedias or collections of statements by ancient authors. Each 

of the arts now achieves new vigor thanks to the introduction of fundamental works 

dealing with each of them. Pagan authors hitherto unavailable were read avidly, and 

with the increase of such material for the study of each of the arts there was a natural 

tendency toward specialization. The ideal of a cycle of education, a panoramic view 

of things to be gained by moving through each of the arts and arriving finally at a 

reading of Scripture, became jeopardized. From quite different viewpoints both 

William of Conches at Chartres and Hugh of St. Victor in Paris would speak out 

against the tendency to specialize, against the demand for a "quickie" course. When 

we realize that John of Salisbury devoted twelve years to study, moving from master 

to master, from school to school, we get a picture of what was thought to be necessary 

for an adequate education. (Of course, there were not as yet set courses of study in the 

manner of the universities to come at the end of this century.) Thus, the dialecticians 

had enemies other than the antidialecticians; these others are the adversary John of 



Salisbury dubs with the name of an opponent of Virgil, Cornificius. The Cornificians 

wanted to be propelled through their studies in three, perhaps even two years; they 

wanted the emphasis put on the practical and useful, on what it takes for a man to get 

ahead in the world. The controversy was not merely one of educational theory. 

William of Conches actually had to give up teaching under the onslaught of 

Cornifician demands.  

The men we shall now discuss are of great, if unequal, importance in the effort, which 

intensifies in the twelfth century, to conjoin faith and reason, in the phrase of 

Boethius. The old structure of the seven liberal arts as a preparation for biblical 

studies is retained, but it begins to be altered somewhat insofar as the Stoic division of 

philosophy into dialectics, physics, and ethics, and the Aristotelian division according 

to theoretical and practical sciences, takes on a growing meaning with the advent of 

more substantive ancient philosophical works. But no ultimate clarity with respect to 

a division between philosophy and theology is reached by the masters of Chartres.  
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B. Gilbert of Poitiers (1076-1154) 

Gilbert, a native of Poitiers, studied first at Chartres and then at Laon under Anselm. 

He started his teaching career in his native city hut returned to Chartres as a teacher, 

becoming chancellor of the school in 1126. He held this post until 1138, and seems to 

have taught at Paris as well (John of Salisbury is our authority for that). In 1142 he 

was named bishop of Poitiers. In 1147 and 1148 his views on the Trinity were called 

into question, and he publicly retracted some of his statements.{4} These difficulties 

did not affect his reputation in his own day or his influence on men of the thirteenth 

century. Gilbert is often cited by the French and Latin versions of his name, which 

are, respectively, Gilbert de la Porée and Gilbertus Porretanus (or Gilbertus 

Pictaviensis). The works of Gilbert which are of unquestioned authenticity are his 

commentaries on the theological tractates of Boethius. The Liber de sex principiis was 

attributed to Gilbert, but most scholars express deep doubt that it is his.  
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Because Gilbert commented on the De trinitate of Boethius, we need only turn to his 

remarks on the three types of speculative science mentioned in chapter two of that 

work to find Gilbert's views on the scope and divisions of philosophy. He begins by 

observing that speculative sciences are opposed to practical science. In a speculative 

science we ask whether something is, what it is, what its properties are, and what its 

causes are (intuemur an sint, et quid sint, et qualia sint, et cur sint singula creata). 

(PL, 64, 1265C; Häring, p. 46) An active or practical science is ordered to operation, 

says Gilbert, who cites medicine and magic as examples. Having given these 

definitions, Gilbert sets aside practical sciences and says he will be interested only in 

the speculative. The first division of speculative science which he introduces is the 

familiar tripartite division into physics, ethics, and logic, and it is clear that for Gilbert 

moral science and logic are speculative sciences. He puts these two to one side now 

and, retaining only physics, says that what Boethius is doing in the text is giving us a 

subdivision of physics, or natural science. Physics is thus a generic name. one of 

whose species is also called physics, or natural science; the other two species of 

course are mathematics and theology. Scotus Erigena, at this point in his commentary, 

had linked the quadrivium with mathematics, but Gilbert makes no effort to connect 

the divisions of philosophy with the liberal arts. What is the principle of division 

whereby we arrive at physics, mathematics, and theology? "He describes these 

through motion, separation, and their contraries, placing a twofold difference in the 

definition of each." (1265C) Gilbert indicates that the threefold division of speculative 

science given by Boethius is not a reference to three kinds of existing things. "It is not 

only as they are, but indeed sometimes otherwise than as they exist, that some things 

are often truly conceived. That is why the mind's speculation is divided and 

denominated either on the basis of the things inspected or on the manner of 

inspection." (1267A) When Gilbert turns to Boethius' remark that natural science is 

concerned with things in motion which are inabstract or inseparable, he proceeds to 

explicate this with reference to matter, because natural science considers forms 

together with their matter, and goes on to give a list of meanings of the term "matter." 

Moreover, he follows this up with a discussion of several meanings of the term 

"form."  

In the first place, "matter" means that origin of all things that Plato calls necessity, 

receptacle, womb, mother, and the locus of all generation; his students call it hyle, that 

is, building material (silva), while Plato himself called it prime matter. Second, the 

four elements -- fire, air, earth, and water -- are called matter. Third, specifically 

different bodies -- like bronze, wax, and stone -- are called matter. Fourth, general and 

special subsistencies may be called matter. Now, this fourth type would seem to be 

peculiar to Gilbert, at least with respect to the term he uses; what he is referring to 

here are the common predicates which are genera and species and out of which, as out 

of something materiat particular things may be thought to be constituted. Particular 

things exist owing to these subsistencies, but the subsistencies may be said to be 

owing to the existence of that which is constituted out of them. We will have to return 

to this.  

"Form," too, has many meanings. First of all, it means the essence of God, the 

artificer due to whom whatever is something and whatever is a being is. "Nam 

essentia Dei, quo opifice est quidquid est aliquid, et quidquid est esse, unde illud 

aliquid est, et omne quod sic inest ei quod est aliquid, ut ei quod est esse adsit, prima 

forma dicitur." (1266B) Second, it refers to the forms of the four elements, which are 



as Ideas or exemplars to those unions of concrete form and prime matter which result 

in the four elements as they are named matter. Such forms Gilbert calls substantiae 

sincerae. Third, that whereby subsistent things are something, namely, subsistencies, 

is called form. For example, corporeality is the subsistency thanks to which body is 

body. Finally, the fourth species of quality, namely, the shape or figure of bodies, is 

called form.  

Of those things called matter there is one kind which is unformed and simple, namely, 

prime matter; there is another kind which is complex, for example, body. Only the 

first two meanings of "form," God and the Ideas, or exemplars of the four elements, 

signify substantiae sincerae. In order to understand how Gilbert can speak of the four 

elements as true or pure (sincerae) substances, we must distinguish between the four 

elements and those imitations of them perceived by the senses. The pure forms, or 

Ideas, dwell in a region apart. (1266D) What we perceive possesses, not such a pure 

form, but rather an engendered form, a forma nativa. The forma sincera is naturally 

separate from matter, and it is only its image, the form of this composite, which is in 

sensible objects. The forma nativa is a participation in the pure form and therefore has 

its origin from it. The forma nativa which gives being to sensible body is not truly a 

form.  

Before looking into what this means for the status of universals -- and we will find 

Gilbert drawing the consequences for us -- we must first see how he employs all this 

to explicate what Boethius had said of the distinction between the three speculative 

sciences.  

Matter taken simply is not formed; pure forms are not in matter. Where matter and 

form are conjoined in sensible things, there is motion. It is formed matter which we 

first know, since it falls under the senses, but in knowing composites reason can 

abstract the forms from their matter, constructing in the process a concept of matter  

and a concept of form. The form thus abstracted is freed from motion and thus 

imitates things which can exist separately from motion and from matter. Primary 

matter and the primary form which is the substance, or ousia, of the creator, and the 

Ideas of sensible things, require neither forms nor matter in order to be and thus lack 

motion. (1266D) The form that is abstract thanks to an operation of our minds is not 

the forma sincera. It is because forms thus abstracted are considered otherwise than as 

they exist (aliter quam sint) that concern with them belongs not to physics but to 

mathematics. Gilbert is quite explicit that mathematics is concerned with native 

forms, but he considers them in a manner other than that in which they exist. He 

suggests a dependence of physics on mathematics in that the latter deals with 

corporeality and width, knowledge of which is presupposed by a physical concern 

with body and wide things. Having accounted for two speculative sciences by saying 

that physics deals with native forms along with their proper matter, while 

mathematics deals with native forms abstractly, Gilbert goes on to speak of theology. 

Theology goes beyond native forms to deal with true and pure forms (formae 

sincerae). By intellectual intuition the mind, in theology, looks to God, to the 

exemplar Ideas and to simple or primary matter. In theology, in other words, the mind 

attains to what is simple, without matter, immobile, and eternal.  

We have already seen Gilbert make reference to abstraction. The forma nativa, he 

holds, cannot exist apart from its proper matter; however, it can be considered apart 



by our mind (ratione). What is thus abstracted by the mind must, it would seem, be 

distinguished both from individual substances and from the Ideas. We have already 

alluded to the curious terminology Gilbert employs when he distinguishes particular 

existents and universals. Individual things are subsistents and substances, for they 

"stand under" accidents; for example, this body is the "support" of this color. Besides 

substances there are subsistencies.{5} That this distinction is important for determining 

the status of universal is clear from the fact that Gilbert calls universal subsistencies. 

"Therefore genera and species, that is, general and special subsistencies, only subsist 

and are not truly substances [non substant vere], for accidents inhere neither in genera 

nor in species. That which is requires accidents in order to be, but genera and species 

have no need of accidents in order to be. It is individual things which truly subsist, for 

individuals no more than genera and species require accidents in order to be. That this 

is true of individuals supposes that they are already informed by the proper and 

specific differences whereby they subsist. However, they do not only subsist; 

individuals are substances as well since they confer being on accidents; while they are 

subject to these accidents, they are, in the reasonable order of creation, their causes 

and principles." (1375C)  

Does this mean that genera and species exist apart from individuals? To say that they 

are not substances is simply to deny of genera that they are supports of accidents. 

There seems to be every reason to say that Gilbert bad no intention of giving separate 

existence to genera and species. He speaks of universals as what our mind collects 

(colligit) from particulars.{6} Universality is something which seems to be the sense of 

John of Salisbury's remark: "He attributes universality to native forms. . . . A native 

form is an example of an original form and it is not something in the divine mind but 

inheres in created things. This is what the Greeks called "eidos" (form) and is to the 

Idea as example to exemplar. It is sensible in the sensible thing but insensible as 

conceived by the mind; singular in singular things but common to all." (Metal., II, 17) 

Thus, it is amply clear that Gilbert does not identify universals and the divine Ideas, 

but it is seemingly by appeal to those Ideas that he justifies the applicability to 

individuals of the universal which has been collected from them, for the individuals 

are similar owing to imitation of the same Idea.  

The verb and derivative noun "colligere" and "collectio" that Gilbert uses when he 

talks about universals are rather difficult to interpret. Does he mean that the mind 

gathers together the similarities to be found in the individuals and ends by forming an 

abstract concept common to all the individuals? Or is he identifying the universal with 

the collection or class of all similar individuals? De Wulf seems to adopt the second 

alternative. "The genus and species are the sum total of the beings in which those 

similar realities (subsistencies) are found, belonging in proper to each of them." His 

basis for this interpretation is the text quoted earlier. It is probable, I think, that this is 

what Gilbert intends; if it be what he intends, if Gilbert holds that the species is a 

class, then "man," for example, would stand for the class of all men. On this 

interpretation, to say "Socrates is a man" would have to be unpacked in the following 

manner: Socrates belongs to the class of those objects called "man." Of course, this is 

not to say that "man" signifies "to be a member of the human class."  

Gilbert himself approaches it as follows. Wishing to contrast the way in which "God" 

is predicated of Father, Son, and Holy Ghost to the way in which "man" is predicated 

of three individuals, say Plato, Cicero, and Aristotle, he says that in the case of the 
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Persons of the Trinity, although what is predicated is predicated of numerically 

diverse Persons, there is a repetition not merely of the predicate but of the res 

signified by the predicate. This is not the case when Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero have 

"man" predicated of them. The word is repeated, of course; rem tamen predicatum 

non repetunt (the same res or reality is not repeated): sed quamvis conformes, tamen 

diversas: imo quia conformes, ergo numero diversas a se invicem natures de numero 

a se diversis affirmant, et haec trium de tribus praedicatorum necessaria differentia 

non patitur hanc adunationem, ut dicatur, Plato et Cicero et Aristoteles, sunt unus 

singulariter homo (but though similar, yet diverse; indeed, because similar, therefore 

natures numerically diverse from one another, and this necessary difference between 

the predicates of the three prevents the unity which would lead to saying Plato, 

Cicero, and Aristotle are one single man). (1262B) Gilbert seems to want to read these 

affirmative propositions thus: Plato is this man, Cicero is this (other) man, and 

Aristotle is this (yet other) man. Thus, the res signified by the apparently common 

predicate, "man," is different in the three affirmations. Oddly enough, this makes 

Gilbert sound like a nominalist, and yet he is traditionally classified as a realist. Like 

most of us, he seems to have been a bit of both.  

Perhaps his extremely nuanced views can be summarized as follows. Consider the 

statement "Socrates is a man. The predicate of that sentence can be regarded in at 

least three ways by Gilbert: (1) it refers to this singular instance of human nature 

which is Socrates, (2) it refers to the divine creative Idea which is more real and out-

there than Socrates himself, (3) it involves an intellectus, or concept, that the mind has 

formed against the background of experiencing that Socrates is like Cicero, Aristotle, 

and so on. Now, if we ask if this third thing, this concept, answers just as such to 

something out-there, independent, real, but neither the divine Idea nor this singular 

human being or that, we are led inexorably to Gilbert's notion of subsistency. Do 

subsistencies exist? Does human nature exist elsewhere than in individuals, where it is 

associated with collections of accidents which are signs of, if not causes of, that 

nature's individuation? There is no simple answer to this question in Gilbert of 

Poitiers. Subsistencies exist in individuals that are also substances. Gilbert seems to 

say that that is the only way subsistencies can exist. He wants to avoid saying that my 

concept of such a subsistency as human nature commits me to the view that there is 

some numerically one res existing in, say, Socrates, Cicero, and Plato. Many men are 

specifically but not numerically one. They are specifically one because they are 

conformes. Is not the concept the expression and recognition of that conformity, and 

are not the objective bases and guarantees of the concept singular men and the divine 

Ideas? If this suggests only that the utmost caution must be exercised in applying 

labels like "realist" or "nominalist" to Gilbert of Poitiers, my purpose will have been 

attained.  
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Commentaries of Gilbert, Bishop of Poitiers, on the Two Boethian Opuscula sacra on 

the Holy Trinity," in Studies and Texts, Nine Medieval Thinkers, ed. J. Reginald 

O'Donnell, C.S.B. (Toronto, 1955), pp. 23-98. The De sex principiis is found in PL, 
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C. William of Conches (c.1080 - c.ll84) 

William, a native of Conches in Normandy, studied under Bernard of Chartres and 

stayed on at the cathedral school as a teacher of grammar. He speaks of having taught 

for twenty years and more, and his teaching was at last interrupted by the Cornifician 

controversy. Did he resume his teaching career? Tullio Gregory conjectures that he 

did not. The Cornificians were routed we know, but William had been charged with 

heresy by William of St. Thierry, and it is not impossible that, soured by this, he 

retired to his native Normandy, where he wrote his Dragmaticon under the protection 

of Geoffrey the Fair, Count of Anjou and a Plantagenet. An early work of William's, 

which he calls simply Philosophia, is printed as De philosophia mundi among the 

works of Venerable Bede, and it is to be found as well among those of Honorius of 

Autun. The Dragmaticon, a more mature work, takes into account the objections that 

had been made to the earlier systematic work; indeed, William formally retracts a 

number of positions he had held as a younger man. We have as well some glosses on 

Boethius' Consolation of Philosophy as well as on the Timaeus of Plato. The 

Moralium dogma philosophorum (Teachings of the Moral Philosophers) has been 

attributed to William, but it is quite doubtful that this anthology is actually his. In the 

glosses on Boethius William announces his intention to comment on Macrobius and 

Martianus Capella, but these glosses have not been found, if indeed he wrote them. 

For what comfort we may want to derive from it, books which are announced as 

forthcoming only to appear tardily or not at all are not a twentieth-century 

achievement.  

Division of Philosophy. In his glosses on Boethius, William provides us with a 

schema of the sciences which tells us a good deal about his own predilections. There 

are two kinds of science, he begins, wisdom and eloquence. Wisdom is true and 

certain knowledge of things; eloquence is the science of expressing in ornate words 

and sentences what is known. William likes to quote Cicero on the relative value of 

these two. In the De inventione Cicero warns that eloquence without wisdom is 

dangerous, whereas wisdom without eloquence, while it can accomplish something, 

can accomplish much more with it. Consequently, both eloquence and wisdom are 

important, but wisdom is preeminent. Philosophy and wisdom are identical (sapientia 

vero et philosophia idem sunt). Eloquence, therefore, is an aid to and a requirement 

for philosophy, but not actually a part of it. The term "eloquence" is here taken to 

cover the arts of the trivium, but wisdom is not equated with the arts of the 

quadrivium. When he turns to wisdom, William introduces the Aristotelian distinction 

between theoretical and practical sciences; the former are pursued in contemplation 

by the leisured (otiosi), while the latter are the concern of the busy (negotiosi). The 

practical sciences are economics, politics, and ethics; the theoretical sciences are 

physics, mathematics, and theology. The arts of the quadrivium show up as 

subdivisions of mathematics. William takes a certain pedagogical pleasure in 

translating the divisions mentioned to diagram form.  

• Knowledge  

o Eloquence  



▪ Grammar  

▪ Rhetoric  

▪ Dialectic  

• Wisdom  

o Theoretical  

▪ Theology  

▪ Mathematics  

▪ Arithmetic  

▪ Music  

▪ Geometry  

▪ Astronomy  

▪ Physics  

o Practical  

▪ Ethics  

▪ Economics  

▪ Politics  

A further division of music is given in the text of the glosses on Boethius.  

Given now that philosophy comprises all these various sciences, can one begin just 

anywhere? "This is the order of learning," William writes at the end of Philosophia. 

"Because all teaching employs eloquence, we should first be instructed in eloquence. 

But there are three parts of it: to write correctly and correctly to pronounce what has 

been written; to prove what needs proving, which is taught in dialectics; to adorn 

words and sentences, and this rhetoric teaches. Therefore, we should be initiated in 

grammar, then be taught dialectics, and afterward rhetoric. Armed with these, we 

should proceed to the study of philosophy. The order to be followed here is such that 

we should first be instructed in the quadrivium, and, in it, first in arithmetic, secondly 

in music, thirdly in geometry, finally in astronomy, and thence in Holy Writ so that 

we might, from knowledge of creatures, come to knowledge of the creator." In the 

glosses on Boethius the order of learning is expressed somewhat differently by 

William. Speaking of the sciences which fall under wisdom, he says that one should 

first study the practical sciences and after that turn to contemplation. First, we 

contemplate corporeal things in our study of mathematics and physics, and then we 

move on to the incorporeal in theology.  

Our Knowledge of God. In the preface to his Philosophia William says that he will 

begin with the first creation of things and continue the discussion until he reaches 

man, of whom he will have much to say. Philosophy is concerned with two sorts of 

thing, the invisible and incorporeal, on the one hand, and, on the other, the visible and 

corporeal. We begin with the first, and our discussion will bear on the creator, the 

world soul, angels, and human souls. The first concern of all will be God. 

Immediately we encounter difficulties. When we seek knowledge, William observes, 

there are eleven questions we can ask. Of the object at issue we must first ask if it 

exists; if this is answered in the affirmative, there remain ten further questions based 

on the Aristotelian categories: What is it? Of what kind? and so forth. But none of 

these questions seems to be pertinent when we are seeking knowledge of God. We 

must conclude that whatever knowledge we have of him will be both imperfect and 

indirect, and William suggests that there are two kinds of argument that can be 

devised to provide knowledge of God, one based on the creation of the world, the 



other on its daily course. The argument from creation is as follows. The world is made 

up of contrary elements -- hot, cold, wet, and dry -- and their compounding is due 

either to the operation of nature, or to chance, or to some artificer. But nature avoids 

the contrary and seeks the similar, so the conjunction of contrary elements cannot be 

ascribed to nature. Nor can chance be the cause, since, in the first place, if chance 

could cause the world, it is surprising it does not produce simpler effects like houses. 

William's more serious opposition to chance as the cause of the world is based on the 

explanation of chance which Boethius gives in the Consolation of Philosophy. 

According to that view of it, chance is an unlooked-for result of the crossing of two 

lines of causality; thus, if chance is the cause of the world, there are causes prior to 

the first cause of everything. But only the creator antedates the world, William says, 

so chance is out and the cause of the world must be some artificer. Could it be man or 

an angel? No, for man appears in a world already made, and angels are made 

simultaneously with the world. Consequently, God alone created the world.  

When he is commenting on the Timaeus, William has no difficulty in interpreting the 

demiurge there described as God the creator; nor does he have any difficulty with the 

rather clear implication of the text that the demiurge finds a material chaos ready at 

hand, which he then fashions after the patterns of the Ideas into sensible things. For 

William, as for his contemporaries, the Timaeus is a creation story and, as the product 

of a pagan philosopher, a remarkable corroboration of what is revealed in Genesis. 

Whatever comes to be requires a cause; the world has come to be and its cause is the 

creator. But there are four kinds of cause: formal, efficient, final, and material. 

William proposes that we divide the causes into two classes. On the one side we have 

as efficient cause the divine essence, as formal cause the divine essence, as final cause 

the divine goodness. On the other side we have the four elements as material cause. 

The efficient, formal, and final causes are one with God, and there is no principle of 

his existence; we can say of these three causes of the world that they are eternal and 

uncaused, where by eternal we mean, not unending survival through time, but being 

free from time's tenses utterly. The eternal has no past and no future, and we can 

speak of it as always in the now or present. The material cause of the world, like 

everything fashioned from the elements, has a principle of its being. Matter, then, is a 

caused cause. This approach to creation through the Timaeus ends with the dyad 

creator and created. God depends on nothing outside himself in his act of creative 

causality.{7} The Ideas to which the demiurge looked as to entities independent of 

himself are now equated with the divine wisdom. The archetypal patterns of created 

things are explained by appeal to Augustine's interpretation of Plato's Ideas. Whoever 

sets out to make something works up in his mind beforehand what he would effect. 

The archetypal patterns of creatures, the Ideas, are one with the wisdom of God. So 

too, matter, or chaos, is not something which awaits the divine causality as if it could 

exist apart from that causality. Everything other than God is an effect of God. Others 

in interpreting Plato here had spoken of chaos as the first effect of God out of which 

order gradually emerged. William of Conches emphatically rejects that view; he feels 

it is heretical and prejudicial to the divine goodness. Men like Hugh of St. Victor 

thought that God's gradual imposition of order would reveal the divine goodness 

rather than call it into question. The opposing views bear on Genesis as much as on 

the Timaeus, of course; the scriptural account speaks of God laboring for six days in 

creating the world. William thinks we ought not to think of six literal days here, 

whereas Hugh resists the view that the hexameron has merely figurative import. (See 

J. Taylor, p. 227, n.3.)  
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Given that the world has been created by God and that nothing other than God (save 

evil) escapes the divine causality, are we to say that the world has always been or that 

it had a beginning in time? If time measures the alterations of material things, time 

and material things come into being together, and we can say that there was no t ime 

when the world was not. This does not amount to the assertion that the world is 

eternal, however, if eternity is the prerogative of a being fully in possession of its 

perfection and thus beyond time. The second proof of God's existence that William 

offers is drawn from the daily disposition of the world. Beginning with the 

observation that the things of this world are wisely disposed -- that is what "world" 

means -- he points out that this presupposes a wisdom responsible for it. There are 

three possible candidates: human, angelic, or divine wisdom. It can hardly be human 

wisdom; nor can it be the wisdom of some angel, since angels too are wisely ordered 

and what wisdom would be responsible for that? There remains only the divine 

wisdom. "This is the formal cause of the world, because according to it he forms the 

world by creation. Just as an artisan when he wishes to make something first conjures 

it up in his mind and then, having found the right material, works in accord with his 

conception, so the creator, before he creates anything, has it in his mind and then 

accomplishes it in an effect. It is this that Plato calls the archetypal world because it 

contains whatever is in the world; 'archetype,' that is, originative form, for 'archos' is 

first, and 'typos' form or figure." (In Tim., cited by Parent, p. 50)  

The World Soul. The demiurge in Plato's Timaeus is said to make but one world 

because he fashions the world after the model or Idea of living creature. The Idea of 

living creature contains within itself the Ideas of the many and various things found in 

the world. If the model for the world is the Idea of living creature, then the world as a 

totality can be spoken of as a living thing, a cosmic animal, and there will be a world 

soul.  

What does William of Conches make of this notion of the world soul? There are, he 

notes, various possible interpretations. "According to some, the world soul is the Holy 

Ghost, for, as we have said, it is owing to the divine will and goodness, which the 

Holy Ghost is, that all the living things of this world live. Others say that the world 

soul is the natural force (vigor) which God has put in things whereby some only live, 

some both live and sense, some live, sense, and understand (discernunt). For there is 

nothing which lives or senses or understands in which such a natural force is not 

found. Yet others say the world soul is some incorporeal substance which exists as a 

whole in every body, although, because of the dullness (tarditatem) of some bodies, it 

does not effect the same thing in all. . . . Thus in man there would be both his own 

soul and the world soul, from which one might conelude that man has two souls. We 

think this conclusion is false, however; the world soul is not a soul anymore than the 

head of the world is a head. Plato speaks of it as being excogitated from the 

indivisible divine substance, composed of the same and the different: if one wants to 

know what that means, let him consult other works of ours." (Philosophia, I)  

Now, William of Conches' own interpretation is (not without qualification) the first 

one given in his list, but the problem of the world soul leads us inevitably to his 

statements on the Persons of the Trinity, statements which called forth objections 

from such critics as William of St. Thierry. Speaking generally, we must say that what 

attracted William in Plato's talk of the world soul, what perhaps has an inevitable 

attraction for the Christian if we can gauge this by the many responses to it before and 



after William, is that it seems to express God's presence in the world. St. Paul is 

reported in Acts of the Apostles (17:23-30) to have likened God to the deus ignotus 

worshipped by the pagans. He goes on to say that God is he in whom we live and 

move and have our being, and he quotes a pagan poet: "Ipsius enim et genus sumus." 

Knox translates this, "For indeed we are his children." God's children, his kind -- this 

sense of man's kinship with God, of the world's kinship with its creator, of God's 

presence in his effects may be thought of as the essence of religion; it is surely a 

salient note of the Christian attitude. Just as St. Paul found in pagan thought 

suggestions of the true faith, so such interpreters of Plato as William of Conches will 

look for secular approximations of the Christian mysteries. It is in this light that we 

must approach his remarks about the world soul. The sestet of Gerard Manley 

Hopkins' "God's Grandeur" expresses the same sense.  

And for all this, nature is never spent;  

There lives the dearest freshness deep down things;  

And though the last lights off the black West went  

Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs -- 

Because the Holy Ghost over the bent  

World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.  

In his glosses on Boethius, William suggests an interpretation of the world soul which 

blends two of the items on his list of possible interpretations. "The world soul is the 

natural force whereby some things have it in them to be moved, some to grow, some 

to sense, some to understand. But it is asked what force is. It seems to me that that 

natural force is the Holy Ghost, that is, the divine and benign harmony, which is that 

whereby all things have being, movement, growth, sense, life, and intelligence." This 

soul, which is the divine love, the diffusiveness of the divine goodness, grants 

existence to both corporeal and spiritual things. In explicating Plato's statement that 

the world soul is composed of the same and the different, William says that it is one 

and undivided in itself, but can be thought of as multiple in its effects. (In Tim., ed. 

Parent, p. 170) Thus, the world soul is a philosopher's way of expressing the creative 

causality of God, and William does not feel that it in any way jeopardizes the 

distinction between creator and created, that what Plato said of the composition of the 

world soul in any way prejudices the divine simplicity and divisihility. The phrase is 

interpreted, not as symbolic in intent, but as naming the ultimate cause of the physical 

world. It can also draw our attention to the imitation of God by his effects, so that the 

natures of things, vigor insita rebus, in all their diversity, point toward the one simple 

cause of them all.  

Faith and Reason. The effort of William of Conches to bring reason to bear on faith 

(conjunge rationem et fidem) was, if we can judge by the defenses of what he is doing 

which stud his Philosophia and other early works, an object of constant criticism. He 

asks, somewhat plaintively, how what he says can be construed to be contrary to 

Scripture if he is attempting to explain the manner in which that was done which 

Scripture tells us was done. More sharply, he writes of his critics, "Because they do 

not know the forces of nature, desiring that all men should be companions of their 

ignorance, they will not permit others to engage in research and want us to believe 

like countryfolk, asking no reason; thus would the prophecy be fulfilled: the priest 

shall be as the people. We say a reason must be sought in all matters, and then if 

failure ensues, we must entrust the matter to the Holy Ghost and to faith, as Divine 



Writ says." (Philosophia, PL, 172, 1002E) William does not feel intimidated by the 

reminder that God regards the wisdom of this world as foolishness. "The wisdom of 

the world is foolishness with God: not that God thinks the wisdom of this world is 

foolishness, but because it is foolishness in comparison with his wisdom; it does not 

follow on that account that it is foolishness." (Philosophia, I, 19)  

There is a discernible difference in William of Conches after the attack on him by 

William of St. Thierry. The latter wrote a letter to St. Bernard of Clairvaux which has 

come down to us under the title De erroribus Gullielmi de Conchis (On the Errors of 

William of Conches). (PL, 180, 333ff.) In his letter William of St. Thierry objects to 

William of Conches' statements on the Trinity, and he takes violent exception to the 

master of Chartres' theory that the body of the first man need not be thought of as 

directly created by God (as the soul is): it can be thought of as immediately the effect 

of the stars and spirits, which are, of course, the effects of God. A further charge has 

to do with William of Conches' view that the biblical description of the creation of 

Eve from a rib of Adam should not be understood literally.  

This attack had a great impact on William of Conches. He had written what he had 

written in all sincerity; he had no desire to be or to be considered a heretic. One is a 

heretic, not simply by writing error, he observes, but by defending it when it is 

pointed out. The Dragmaticon emerges as an attempt to go over the same ground as 

the Philosophia in such a way that he would not unduly offend the sensibilities of his 

fellow believers. "There is another book of ours on the same subject," he writes there, 

"one entitled Philosophy, composed in our youth, and it is, being the product of one 

imperfect, itself imperfect. In it truths were mixed with falsehoods, and many 

necessary things were not touched on. Our plan is to set down what was true in it, to 

condemn what was false, to add what had been overlooked." He goes on to list 

specific errors of the earlier work and to retract them; the list follows closely the 

accusations of William of St. Thierry. Moreover, he adds, any errors he does not now 

mention and retract but which may later be found ought to be brought to his attention 

and he will be prompt to root them out.  

It would be easy to see here an obsequious and spineless capitulation to 

antidialecticians whose views William of Conches did not actually share. But there is 

something more, I think, and something quite edifying. Scholars have pointed out that 

the Dragmaticon continues to exhibit William's search for an understanding of what 

he believes. He has not dropped that ideal, nor is he simply masking it in a shrewd 

way. Rather it seems that he came to see the underlying justification of the charges 

that had been made against him, namely, that his earlier interpretations were too 

freewheeling, that what he had said could indeed endanger the faith more than it 

explicated it. William of Conches had no desire to do that. The Dragmaticon differs 

from Philosophia, not in substance, not in method, but in style; the youthful zip and 

vigor, the taunting tone, the suggestion that every invitation to caution indicates 

obscurantism -- these are absent from the later work. In the Dragmaticon we find a 

remark that, perhaps as much as any other, gathers together the elements of this 

controversy and focuses on the essential. "I am a Christian," William writes, "not a 

Platonist."  

Bibliographical Note  



As was mentioned in the text, William's Philosophia is found in two places in Migue, 

each time attributed to a different author: PL, 90, 1127-1178, and as well as at PL, 

172, 39-102. The Dragmaticon philosophiae, edited by Grataroli (Aregentorati, 

1567); J. Holmberg, Moralium dogma philosophorum (Upsala, 1929). Glosses on the 

Timaeus and on the Consolation of Philosophy in J. M. Parent, La doctrine de la 

création (Ottawa, 1938). Of the secondary literature we may mention P. Duhem, Le 

Systèm du monde, t. 3, pp. 90-112; H. Flatten, Die Philosophie des Wilhelm von 

Conches; Tullio Gregory, Anima mundi: La filosofia di Guglielmo di Conches e la 

scuola di Chartres; Eugenio Garin, Studi sul Platonismo medievale (Florence, 1958). 

The last two are particularly important.  

D. Thierry of Chartres (died before 1155) 

Thierry, or Theodoric, was the brother of Bernard of Chartres and, like him, served as 

chancellor of the cathedral school of Chartres. Thierry is a mysterious figure on 

several counts: we know next to nothing about his life, and it is a matter of some 

difficulty to identify his writings. As for hard biographical data, apart from certainty 

that he taught at Chartres, we know that he was present both at Abelard's trial at 

Soissons in 1121 and at Gilbert of Poitier's trial at Rheims in 1148 and that sometime 

between those two dates he taught briefly in Paris. He is said to have retired to a 

Cistercian monastery and to have died a monk.  

Because he was not in the habit of signing his works, perhaps motivated by humility, 

a great deal of scholarly detective work has gone into identifying Thierry's writings. 

We know that he wrote an Heptateuchon, a work on the seven liberal arts; this has not 

yet been edited for the modern reader. He wrote a work on creation, the work of the 

six days recounted in Genesis, a critical edition of which is now available to us. 

Thierry's commentaries on Boethius have most recently become available owing to 

the labors of Nikolaus Haring; if Haring's arguments hold, we actually have three 

different commentaries by Thierry on the De trinitate of Boethius. John of Salisbury 

has nice things to say of Thierry, who seems to have enjoyed the reputation of heing a 

good teacher, particularly of logic.  

Account of Creation. In his commentary on the biblical account of creation Thierry 

proceeds in a manner similar to that of William of Conches. There is a preliminary 

reference to the opening sentence of Genesis, but, rather than continuing with an 

exposition of the text, Thierry turns immediately to a physical account of the 

origination of things in which he employs whatever science was available to him. 

Only after doing this does he turn to the text itself, and the impression is given that the 

scriptural account can be seen as verifying the earlier physical doctrine.  

There are four causes of the world. God is the efficient cause; the divine wisdom is 

the formal cause; the divine benignity is the final cause. The material cause of the 

world is the four elements. The things of this world, being changeable and perishable, 

must have an efficient cause; their order and arrangement show that they are effects of 

wisdom; and since creatures cannot be thought of as filling any deficiency in the 

creator, his motive in creating must be an overflow of his own goodness, the desire to 

let others participate in his fullness. Thierry attaches this interpretation to the opening 

sentence of Genesis by saying that there we are told of God as efficient cause and of 

the material cause. Wherever we read that "God said" we can take it that reference is 



made to God as formal cause; the remarks that God found what he had made good tell 

us of God as final cause.  

First, God created matter. Heaven, being extremely light, did not proceed in its 

movement in a straight line but began to revolve, and one of its revolutions can be 

taken to represent one day. In the rotation which constituted the first day, fire assumes 

the highest location and illuminates air, which is just below it; this activity has the 

further effect of warming water and earth. Thus, matter and light are first created, and 

the heating of the water causes a vapor to be drawn up into the air; this is the origin of 

the clouds and, by way of consequence, of rain and snow. The drawing-up of water 

causes islands to emerge and then greater areas of earth. In subsequent rotations living 

things and stars are quite naturally brought into being by the natural activities of the 

elements. Thierry holds that the stars are formed from the water rising from below 

because of the heating effect of fire through the mediation of air. The visibility of the 

stars must be accounted for by their ability to refract light. Only water and earth have 

the necessary density to refract light; only water can be thought of as achieving the 

necessary elevation, and this came about by the process already mentioned.  

Thierry's physical account of the coming into being of the world is thus an appeal to 

the natural activities of the elements created by God. A rotation begins immediately, 

thanks to the nature of the elements, and six such rotations are sufficient to account 

for the furniture of the cosmos. Every possible natural mode of becoming is employed 

during those six rotations; that is the meaning of the scriptural statement that after six 

days God rested. He employs no new method of generation after the first six rotations 

of the universe, for during this time seminal causes (causae seminales) are so 

embedded in the elements that all subsequent natural history is, in a sense, present 

from the beginning in natural causes.  

Within the world, fire has a special role to play and may be thought of as the efficient 

cause and artificer of all other things. Earth is the material on which it works. Thus, 

fire is the active element, and earth the passive element.  

The foregoing speculation, although it involves references to Genesis, is obviously 

presented as natural, physical knowledge of the origin of things. The doctrine 

involved is not presented as a discovery of Thierry so much as a summation of what 

philosophers have been able to learn on the subject. Having stated the findings of 

physical or natural philosophy, Thierry then turns to an explication of the text of 

Genesis itself. What he does, in effect, is to attempt to show both that the biblical 

narrative bears out what physical philosophy teaches and that the text can be 

illuminated by the philosophical doctrine. Thus, when he reads that the Spirit of the 

Lord moved over the water, Thierry observes that this has been taken to be a reference 

to the element, air, which can be likened to the divine Spirit because of its spiritual 

qualities. His own view is that it is the world soul which is being referred to, since 

Plato's world soul is precisely what Christians call the Holy Ghost. Thierry identifies 

the Holy Ghost with the power of God, something for which both Abelard and 

William of Conches were severely criticized.  

Having turned to the text of Genesis, Thierry must say something of God, since it is 

God to whom all this creative activity must be referred. It is the quadrivium, the 

mathematical arts, which leads to knowledge of the creator. Thierry's conviction that 



mathematics is the key to knowledge of God is clear in his employment of otherness 

or duality (alteritas) and unity (unitas). All multiplicity or otherness takes its rise 

from the number two, and one naturally precedes two. Thus, prior to all multiplicity 

and otherness is the one; moreover, we can say that the number one precedes all 

change, since change is consequent on otherness or multiplicity. To be changeable is 

to be capable of turning one way or the other, consequently to be multiple. Now if 

every creature is subject to change and if being in its totality comprises both the 

eternal and the created, the eternal must escape multiplicity and otherness. The 

eternal, which is the One, must precede all creatures. The upshot is that we can 

identify the One, the divine, and the eternal. The One is the cause of being in all 

creatures, their forma essendi, since for them to be is to derive their being from the 

divine or eternal. It is this pervasiveness of the divine causality which is meant when 

it is said that God is everywhere; it is the dependence of all else on the eternal and 

divine One which is meant when it is said that every being that exists exists because it 

is one.  

To say that God is the forma essendi of creatures, to say that God is the One at the 

root of the duality or otherness any creature is, is to run the risk of being severely 

misunderstood, and Thierry knew it. He asked not to be understood to mean that God 

is some kind of intrinsic form of the creature; what he is insisting upon is that apart 

from the divine causality there is nothing. Creatures, he says, exist neither in God nor 

apart from him. In short, Thierry attempts to forestall the pantheistic interpretation of 

his remarks. The vocabulary of his doctrine of participation has one expected and one 

unexpected result. Apart from the One, which is eternal and divine, there are also 

created units: things which are and are called ones. They are one and deserve the 

appellation owing to their participation in the One; a sign of the difference between 

created and eternal unity is that in the former case we can speak of a plurality of ones. 

But just as what partakes in the divine unity can be called a one, so too can it be called 

divine or a god. This is somewhat surprising, and it does not require a limber 

imagination to guess that misunderstandings of it will be plentiful. But these 

observations permit Thierry to stress the utter unity of God and to state the 

inappropriateness of speaking of any plurality or number in God. What consequences 

will that assertion have for the Trinity?  

Thierry speaks first of square and oblong numbers; the former are obtained by the 

multiplication of a number by itself, for example, two times two, three times three, 

which generates tetragons, cubes, circles, and so on. The multiplication of a number 

by a different number generates oblong numbers. But what result is obtained when 

one is multiplied by itself? Obviously the result is simply one. The one considered as 

begetter and the one considered as begotten, then, are one and the same nature. This 

kind of multiplication (the generation of the Son by the Father) fittingly precedes all 

subsequent kinds of multiplication which refer to creatures. In speaking of the Trinity, 

then, Thierry arrives, in the manner sketched, at the One and the Equal One; these are 

spoken of as Persons because nothing can generate its own self. Since the generation 

of the Son precedes that of creatures, the Son is equally the cause of the existence of 

creatures; furthermore, as generated from the One, the Equal One is the image and 

splendor of the One. In the Equal One, then, are the patterns of all other things that 

can imperfectly reflect the One, and the Equal One is therefore called the divine 

wisdom. The little treatise we are relying on here promises to explain the third Person 



of the Trinity as the link (connexio) between the One and the Equal One, but at this 

point the manuscript ends.  

Thierry's procedure in speaking of the physical origins of things prior to considering 

revelation is somewhat more risky when it is employed in speaking of the Trinity. The 

hope that, quite apart from revelation, men can arrive at knowledge of the natural 

origin of things may be easy enough to accept, even when we notice the crudity of the 

science Thierry uses; but it is quite another matter to agree that the kind of analysis he 

performs on unity and otherness secures us, just as such, anywhere near knowledge of 

divinity and of the divine Persons. It has been observed that Thierry concentrates on 

what Augustine would call a trinity of things, in this case, of numbers. This is 

opposed  

to the more traditional and Augustinian manner of approaching the mystery of the 

Trinity via an analysis of intellection. Thierry seems to be proceeding in the direction 

of a mathematical proof of the Trinity.  

Häring's conjecture that Thierry could not go on with his analysis because he had 

denied relations in God is interesting but not conclusive. Thierry, in his effort to 

distinguish the One from all multiples or creatures, had denied of God all 

consequences of otherness in things: among these consequences are form, weight, 

measure, place, time, and relation. To exclude relation from God, Haring thinks, cuts 

Thierry off from the traditional approach and dooms his own. But surely we can 

expect that Thierry could have overcome this, particularly since he has already 

employed the relation of equality between the Father and Son. Moreover, the 

exclusion of forma does not prevent talk of God as forma essendi. Häring's essential 

point, however, namely, that Thierry is off on a different and risky direction and is 

shoring up difficulties for himself, is beyond contest. Finally, Thierry's procedure in 

his trinitarian doctrine has been the cause of speculation about the possibility that a 

Latin translation of Plato's Parmenides was available to him; it is certain that 

indirectly, by way of references something of that dialogue as well as of the doctrines 

of Pythagoras was known. However he would have handled it, Thierry's difficulty is 

not unlike that facing the Pythagorean doctrine: how to derive from a consideration of 

mathematical entities nonmathematical properties.  

For whatever significance it may have, it may be pointed out that Thierry does not 

pursue this mathematical interpretation of the Trinity in the three works of his which 

deal with Boethius' De trinitate. Indeed, in his lectures on that Boethian opusculum, 

which their editor, N. Haring, calls the Quae sit version, the only allusion we have to 

a mathematical treatment comes in reply to a question. There are three ways of 

speaking of the Trinity, we read: theologically, mathematically, and ethically. 

Augustine is cited as one who speaks mathematically, and we are reminded that he 

maintained that unity is in the Father, equality in the Son, and the connection of unity 

and equality in the Holy Ghost. What follows is reminiscent of the One and the Equal 

One. As for the Holy Ghost, Thierry says that unity desires equality and equality 

unity, and that this desire or love is their connection.  

Man and Philosophy. In commenting on Boethius, Thierry must face the division of 

speculative science set down in chapter two of the De trinitate. His remarks on the 

passage tend to be a description of man as much as anything.  



Thierry's attempt to locate the De trinitate itself has interesting overtones. Boethius' 

opusculum belongs to speculative philosophy, Thierry says, and to precisely that part 

of speculative philosophy which is called theology. There are, he continues, three 

parts of philosophy: the ethical, the speculative, and the rational. The speculative is 

subdivided into theological, mathematical, and physical. Now Thierry speaks of this 

division as of a declension. Theology takes its start from a consideration of the most 

high God and the Trinity and then descends to angelic spirits and souls, concerning 

itself with incorporeal things which are outside bodies (de incorporeis quae sunt extra 

corpora). The start of mathematics is a concern with numbers, whence it descends to 

proportions and magnitudes and is generally, concerned with incorporeal things which 

are in bodies (circa corpora). Physics is concerned with bodies themselves and takes 

its start from the four elements.  

Answering this declension of the objects of a science, and the hierarchy among the 

speculative sciences consequent upon their range of objects, is an ascension described 

by man because of the multiplicity of his powers of knowing. Thierry says that we 

must know the powers of the soul and their modes in order that all things may be 

compared with them, that we might know how things can be grasped and by what 

knowing powers of our soul they are grasped. He mentions five powers of the soul: 

sense, imagination, reason, intelligence, and intelligibility. Sense is that power of the 

soul which is comprehensive of bodies, as when we see colors, touch, taste, and so on. 

Imagination is comprehensive of forms and of images, which are corrupted by their 

involvement in matter, though they are imagined without matter. Reason is a power of 

the soul which in its agility moves itself and abstracts from many things of the same 

general or special nature that very thing they partake in, a form which is immattered 

and subject to mutability, for example, when I abstract from all men the nature in 

which they agree (conveniunt), I consider it as participated by them, somewhat 

separated from mutability by mind. Intelligence (intelligentia, properly called 

disciplina) is a power of the soul which considers the single qualities and properties of 

forms, or the forms themselves as they truly are, in such a way, however, that the 

single terms (terminos) are not removed from them, for example, when I attend to 

"humanity" or "circle" in its true being. Thus, I see that neither is varied by the flux of 

matter, and I find the nature it cannot have in a subject matter: as that all the lines 

from the center to the circumference of the circle are equal or, in humanity, that every 

monstrosity is repelled by its nature. Intelligibility (intelligibilitas) is the power of 

soul which removes from forms all limits whereby they were distinct from one 

another, contemplating only esse atque entiam, rejecting all plurality and seeing only 

the union of all things, for exampIe, if we iguore the limits of circle and humanity, 

their difference, only being remains. This is what all things have: being is the simple 

simplicity of all things.  

The very definitions of these powers of the soul indicates the order Thierry sees 

among them. Sense leads to imagination and that to reason, which bears on the 

universal; a higher truth beckons to intelligence, and then when the soul extends itself 

to the simple unity of all things, it becomes intelligibility, which is of God alone and 

had by few men.  

The soul is made for the totality of things, and the totality of things is such that it 

exists in four manners. God is all things without being any of them singly; if he were 

any one of them, he would not be the totality, Thierry says. All things are made by 



God, and He Who Is is prior to them all and in some way the totality of them, for they 

were first in him and whatever is in God is God and is eternal. God's being, being 

being, is independent of all dependence: God is He Who Is. God is Absolute 

Necessity, the form of forms, eternity, unity. God is not, of course, an immattered 

form; things other than God are form and more. Possibility, that is, is included in all 

things, Absolute Possibility. Absolute Possibility is descriptive of primordial matter 

and, Thierry insists, is created by God. Thierry now has set up two poles, God and 

matter, Absolute Necessity and Absolute Possibility, and these are modes of the 

totality of things. Between these two poles he will locate two other modes of the 

totality of things, what he calls Determined Necessity and Determined Possibility. 

The former describes the realm of Ideas, the world soul; the latter, Determined 

Possibility, is the result of the fusion of Idea and matter, that is, the things of this 

world. Thierry can now speak of the three speculative sciences in terms of these 

modes of the totality of things. Physics, he says, considers both kinds of possibility; 

mathematics considers determinate necessity; theology considers Absolute Necessity.  

Much more could be said of the ideas Thierry has brought into play here; there is 

much to be gained by comparing the treatments of these ideas in the different 

commentaries Thierry wrote on the De trinitate of Boethius. Perhaps enough has been 

said to indicate in an introductory fashion the flavor of Thierry's thought.  

Bibliographical Note 

The edited writings of Thierry are the following: B. Hauréau published an edition of 

De sex dierum operibus in Notices et extraits de quelques manuscrits latins de la 

Bibliotheque Nationale, vol. 22, pp. 170-186. Thanks to the efforts of Nikolaus 

Häring our knowledge of Thierry has taken a quantum jump in recent years: "The 

Creation and Creator of the World According to Thierry of Chartres and Clarenbaldus 

of Arras," AHDL (1955), pp. 137-216; "A Commentary on Boethius' De trinitate by 

Thierry of Chartres (Anonymus Berolinensis)," AHDL (1956), pp. 257-325; "The 

Lectures of Thierry of Chartres on Boethius' De trinitate," AHDL (1958), pp. 113-

226; "Two Commentaries on Boethius (De trinitate and De hebdomadibus) by 

Thierry of Chartres," AHDL (1960), pp. 65-136. The Eptateuchon, still unedited, 

discussed by A. Clerval, Les écoles de Chartres (Paris, 1895); its prologue has been 

edited by E. Jeaneau in Medieval Studies, 16 (1954), pp. 174 if. Of the secondary 

literature, mention may be made of P. Duhem, Le système du monde, vol. 3, pp. 184-

193; J. M. Parent, La doctrine de la création dan l'école de Chartes (Ottawa, 1938); 

Pare, Brunet, Tremblay, La renaissance du XIIe siècle (Ottawa, 1933) and, of course, 

Häring's introductions to the editions mentioned above.  

E. Clarenbald of Arras (died c.1160) 

The connection of Clarenbald with the school of Chartres lies both in that he studied 

there under Thierry of Chartres and in that he was a critic of Gilbert of Poitiers. He 

was an opponent of Abelard as well and a friend of St. Bernard of Clairvaux. Besides 

having been a student of Thierry, Clarenbald studied under Hugh of St. Victor. 

Clarenbald is known to us through his commentaries on the De trinitate and De 

hebdomadibus of Boethius as well as through a work appended to one of Thierry's 

and called Liber de codem secundum (Another Book on the Same Subject). This last 



work was just recently identified as Clarenbald's by Nikolaus Häring and published 

under the title Clarenbaldi tractatulus.  

Account of Creation. Clarenbald refers to the teachers under whom he studied with a 

deference whose sincerity cannot be questioned; in the Tractatulus, which he appends 

to Thierry's account of creation, he promises no more than to collate the thoughts of 

others and to show that their doctrines are actually corroborated by Scripture. A 

modest task, we might expect, and certainly not likely to lead to an original book. 

Indeed, when we leaf through it, our eye is struck by passages reminiscent of William 

of Conches, of Thierry of course, and of others. Were we to be satisfied with this 

superficial estimate, we would be doing both Clarenbald and ourselves an injustice. 

Even what he takes from others has a way of altering in his hand and often of taking 

on a precision and clarity it did not have in its source.  

Clarenbald's Tractatulus begins with a reference to Genesis, goes on to relate it to the 

other books of the Pentateuch, speaks of the various senses of Scripture, and promises 

to proceed in terms of the literal sense. But it is not really a commentary on Scripture. 

The comparison of the books of the Pentateuch to Roman law is apparently original 

with Clarenbald, although of course the notion of senses of Scripture is not. When 

these preliminary matters have been treated, Clarenbald turns to the opening line of 

Genesis and observes that the book can only gain in intelligibility if we discuss the 

creation of things. For created things speak to us of their creator. Clarenbald then 

gives a faithful version of William of Conches' first argument for the existence of 

God. Ignorance of creation can lead to heretical views concerning the nature of God, 

Clarenbald continues, and he makes reference to the heresies discussed in Boethius' 

De duabus naturis.  

Clarenbald speaks of three inchoative principles: primordial matter, seminal reasons 

(rationes seminales), and the beginning of time. These three inchoative principles 

have the Son of God as their creator. Relying on Augustine, Clarenbald speaks of God 

as forming all things in his Word and then as forming them in an unformed way in 

matter and seminally in seminal reasons. In the succession of time God operates 

actually and reparatively. In these four ways, he adds, the totality of things exists. We 

are reminded of Thierry. Indeed, Clarenbald employs the same quartet: Absolute 

Necessity, the Necessity of Concatenation (Determinate Necessity), Absolute 

Possibility, and Determined Possibility. The influence of Thierry is also evident in 

Clarenbald's use of what he calls the Pythagorean doctrine, but with the addendum of 

the number ten as the perfect number, since ten is the sum of the first four numbers. 

Clarenbald identifies Absolute Necessity as One; Absolute Possibility as Two, since 

matter is the source of otherness and otherness is reducible to duality; The Necessity 

of Concatenation with Three, since three is the first number to be connected by a 

middle term; Determinate Possibility with Four, since matter is first actualized by the 

forms of the elements -- fire, air, earth, and water. Clarenbald's discussion of the 

meaning of the word "day" presents a variation on Thierry's account and a rejection of 

Augustine's speculation that it may refer to angelic knowledge.  

For Parent the Tractatulus, not yet established as the work of Clarenbald, serves as yet 

another illustration of the spirit of the school of Chartres. Häring, who made the 

identification, agrees with Parent's estimate and puts the point stylistically: what the 

Tractatulus shares with the typical product of the Chartres of the day, and what sets it 



off from contemporary writings emanating from elsewhere, is the niggardly appeal to 

the Fathers and the prominence of quotations from the doctrines of the philosophers. 

This has as a general effect the seeming attempt to make Scripture agree with 

philosophy rather than the reverse; therein lay the so-called rationalism of Chartres, a 

tendency which, if Clarenbald himself displays it in his Tractatulus, he is suspicious 

and critical of in others. By his ties to his friends and his professors he was on both 

sides of the dialectician/antidialectician controversy of his day; in a sense, by his very 

existence he provides hope that the opposite tendencies of these factions would 

ultimately be reconciled.  

Being and Goodness. In his commentary on the De trinitate of Boethius, Clarenbald 

again exhibits the influence of his mentors, and once more it is Thierry who is perhaps 

most prominent, although he may be thought to share this honor with Gilbert of 

Poitiers. Given Clarenbald's opposition to the latter, the second influence is 

interesting; it is the opposition that seems to come to the fore, however, thereby 

obscuring Gilbert's positive influence on Clarenbald. Gilbert's teaching on the Trinity 

involved, as we have seen, the question of individuation. In a difficult doctrine Gilbert 

had sought to maintain that not only can we speak of a universal humanity but we 

must also speak of a humanity proper to Socrates, another proper to Plato, and so 

forth. Clarenbald finds this nonsense. What individuates is not part of the shared 

nature itself but is derived from accidents; therefore, there is one and the same 

humanity whereby individual men are men. Here as elsewhere we must be careful in 

employing the term "realism" to describe what Clarenbald is doing. He does not seem 

to be clear on the locus of that identical nature, and this very lack of clarity prevents 

unqualified ascriptions of an apriori definition of realism to him.  

While the commentary on the De trinitate deserves and repays an attentive reading, 

we shall turn immediately to Clarenbald's commentary on the De hebdomadibus, one 

of his works which has not hitherto received much attention. This opusculum of 

Boethius asks, we remember, whether everything that is is good. The point of the 

question is this: How can things be good just insofar as they are unless they are 

substantially good, that is, good in their very substance? Posing the question in this 

way seems to force a denial, since only God is good in his very substance. But the 

reply that creatures are good only accidentally is not without its difficulties. Boethius 

will suggest as a satisfactory answer, which avoids the apparent options, that creatures 

are good by participation, by a participation which differs from that whereby they 

partake of accidents. In the opusculum Boethius says he is striving for mathematical 

rigor and, first, lays down axioms from which he hopes to deduce the desired result. 

Let us see what Clarenbald makes of this Boethian effort.  

Clarenbald sees Boethius employing at the outset an accessus, or approach which, by 

stressing the obscurity of the question, renders the reader attentive. Furthermore, he 

renders the reader docile and benevolent in the appropriate rhetorical fashion. Now, 

what in the question is referred to by "the things that are"? Things may be said to be 

in three ways: in the divine mind, in matter, in existence. Only in the final way can 

they be said to exist absolutely, and it is on things thus existing that the question 

bears. Clarenbald then goes on to distinguish between things as existent and as 

understood; the passage is obscure, but it appears to be an effort to distinguish the 

logical or conceptual order from the real order rather than, as Häring suggests, an 

effort to distinguish substance from accidents. If our interpretation is correct, our 



earlier caveat about speaking of Clarenbald's realism is strengthened. Clarenbald 

interprets the hebdoniads of the title to refer to common mental conceptions, that is, 

axioms. How does Clarenbald now explicate the question Boethius sets out to 

answer?  

The good of substances does not seem to be substantial goodness because good is not 

predicated of them as genus, species, difference, or definition. In this, "good" is like 

"being"; when we have a substantial predicate we know in virtue of it, at least in part, 

what the thing of which it is predicated is, but "being" does not give us this kind of 

knowledge of that of which it is predicated. If, further, we understand by substantial 

goodness that whose essence is goodness, the phrase can apply to God alone. How 

then can created substances be and be called good?  

"Diversum est esse et id quod est" (being and that which is are diverse). Clarenbald 

takes this Boethian dictum to refer to the distinction between God and creatures. God 

is being, the forma essendi; creatures have being by partaking in the being God is. 

What is meant hy partaking or participating? It is used here to signify the difference 

between God and creature; God does not partake of anything, whether prior to himself 

(there is nothing prior to God) or posterior (for this would indicate dependence on 

something which, being posterior to God, depends on him). "Ipsum esse nondum est" 

(being itself is not yet). This enigmatic remark of Boethius means that God who is 

being is not that which has being; he does not partake of being. The mark of the 

creature is found in participation or partaking. "Quod est, partici pare aliquo potest." 

That which is, that is, created substance, can partake of something which is not 

constitutive of its nature, of accidents, that is. Boethius' doctrine of participation 

enabled him to distinguish between what is and what is such and such, with the 

former referring to substantial and the latter to accidental being. Clarenbald prefers to 

interpret to be such and such (esse aliquid) as covering both substantial and accidental 

determinations; prior to both modes of being there is participation in the forma 

essendi, thanks to which the thing is or exists. In short, Clarenbald argues that 

existential participation is prior to any essential or accidental participation. Thus, he 

can interpret Boethius' statement that in every composite its being is one thing and 

what it is is another as referring respectively to participation in the farina essendi and 

to participation in a determinate form.  

Now to the question itself. What do we mean when we say that whatever is is good? 

Whatever is tends toward the good, but such a tendency is toward what is similar to 

that which has the tendency; therefore, whatever is, is good. Is that which is good 

good substantially or by way of participation? We can of course guess that the answer 

will he that they are good by way of participation, but before he gives that answer, 

Clarenbald carefully distinguishes between participation in the various substantial 

predicates which constitute the Porphyrian tree and participation in accidents which 

are not constitutive of substance. The expected answer, moreover, is a nuanced one. 

That which is is by participation in being; that which is is good by participation in 

goodness. But it is by participation in being that created substances are substances, 

and we can say that these substances are good. The doctrine of participation, 

therefore, leads to the conclusion that created substances are substantially good, but 

this assertion cannot be understood as it would be in the case of God.  



These few remarks may suggest something of the doctrine of Clarenbald. His reading 

of Boethius' De hebdomodibus makes it abundantly clear that, as Häring's 

introductory remarks imply, the view that prior to Aquinas no one had undertaken to 

speak of the existence of things is simply without historical foundation.  

Bibliographical Note 

The writings of Clarenbald of Arras can be found in the following editions: W. 

Jansen, Der Kommentar des Clarenbaldus von Arras zu Boethius De Trinitate 

(Breslau, 1929); Nikolaus M. Häring, "A Commentary on Boethius' De 

hebdomodibus by Clarenbaldus of Arras," in Nine Medieval Thinkers, edited by J. 

Reginald O'Donnell, C.S.B. (Toronto, 1955), pp. 1-21; N. Häring, "The Creation and 
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AHDL (1955), pp. 137-216; edition of Tractatulus, pp. 200-216. The secondary 
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"Clarembaud d'Arras," in Melanges Louis Arnould (Poitiers, 1934), pp. 22-27; R. L. 

Poole, Illustrations of the History of Medieval Thought and Learning (London, 1920), 

pp. 320-322; J. M. Parent, La doctrine de la création (Ottawa, 1938); N. Häring, "A 

Hitherto Unknown Commentary on Boethius' De hebdomodibus Written by 
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F. John of Salisbury (1110-1180) 

The connection of John of Salisbury with the school of Chartres is a multiple one: he 

studied there as a young man, he provides us with a sketch of the teachings of its 

masters, and he ended his life as bishop of Chartres. He also studied under teachers 

elsewhere, for example, Abelard; indeed, he seems to have been acquainted with most 

of the prominent thinkers of the time. But John was no mere academic. After his 

studies he returned to England, where he lived in Canterbury and was associated with, 

among others, Thomas à Becket. When he fell out of favor with Henry II, John 

returned to the Continent and eventually was elected bishop of Chartres. His 

importance for medieval history in general is undeniable; here we are interested in 

what further light he can throw on the school of Chartres in the twelfth century.  

In chapter seventeen of book two of his Metalogicon John gives a sketch of current 

views on the status of universals. His tone is one of gentle irony, his manner offhand; 

the general impression given is of tolerant condescension. The endless dispute is, John 

opines, largely verbal, the oppositions being not as clear-cut as proponents of the 

various positions believe. John suggests that with a little application of common sense 

the disputants could be shown to be in basic agreement. He chides the masters of the 

day for putting an impossible burden on beginners in philosophy by their tendency to 

launch immediately into the vexed and sophisticated questions connected with the 

problem of universals. When he himself decides to enter the dispute, John notes that 

he will thereby be liable to the same kind of picayune criticism that other contributors 

have invited when they commit their thoughts to writing. But enter it he does, and 

with the clear conviction that he can settle the matter definitively by pressing what he 

bills as the Aristotelian solution as against the Platonism he finds rampant with few 

exceptions among the current views on the status of universals.  



In chapter twenty of the second book of the Metalogicon John of Salisbury argues that 

Aristotle's teaching on the status of genera and species is supported by reason, the 

facts, and much that has been written on the subject. The fact is, John writes, that 

genera and species do not exist, as Aristotle had said. How melancholy then to 

contemplate the array of opinions which have multiplied on the mode of existence 

proper to genera and species. Genera and species lack substance and, therefore, 

cannot be identified with voces, sermones, sensible things, ideas, native forms, or 

collections. Such identifications go contrary to the simple statement of Aristotle that 

universals do not exist, and, according to John, all those who made these 

identifications profess to be followers of Aristotle. However, although those genera 

and species do not enjoy any substantial existence, we need not fear that in attending 

to them our mind is empty. Recalling Aristotle's distinction between what can be 

called simple apprehension, the simple attending to what is thought, and affirmations 

and denials which follow on composing or dividing what has been simply understood, 

John of Salisbury says that in both kinds of mental acts we sometimes consider things 

as they are and sometimes otherwise than as they are. We can consider line or surface 

without considering the body to which it attaches, and when we do this, we need not 

be taken to affirm that line or surface exists apart from any such body. The mind just 

con siders the form without considering the matter. In much the same way, John 

suggests, the mind can consider man as this form does not exist, because no individual 

man is being considered in the process. There is simply no point in asking what in 

nature corresponds as such to man considered as a species, since for man to be 

considered as a species follows on the abstractive character of our thinking whereby 

we draw away, as it were, from the natural world. What happens in the formation of a 

species is that reason, considering the mutual substantial resemblances of a given 

range of individual things, formulates the resemblance in a general concept. Thus, 

species are mental representations of actual things in the natural world.  

There is a good deal more to John of Salisbury's exposition, but this may suffice to 

indicate that his calm, common-sense approach to the matter does introduce some 

much-needed light. One may contest whether the Aristotelian position emerges in all 

its clarity, but surely the elements of a realist solution are present in John's lengthy 

chapter twenty. Furthermore, one sees the basis for his claim that his contemporaries 

are really not as far apart as they think. By the same token, it must be said, however, 

that many of the positions John criticizes are more alive to real difficulties in the 

problem than is John himself. One comes away from reading this section of the 

Metalogicon impressed by what John has to say concerning universals, of course, but 

rather more impressed by the mood he conveys that the problem of universals has 

been discussed beyond the point of fruitfulness. In a word, John seems to suggest a 

weariness with the dispute and the hope that dispute will pass to other and more 

rewarding and certainly less picked-over topics.  

Bibliographical Note 

We are indebted to C. Webb for editions of the two most important works of John of 

Salisbury: Polycraticus, 2 volumes (Oxford, 1909) and Metalogicon (Oxford, 1929). 

The latter has been translated into English by D. McCarry, The Metalogicon 

(Berkeley, 1955). See as well Hans Liebeschuetz, Mediaeval Humanism in the Life 

and Writings of John of Salisbury (London, 1950).  



 

{1} "Sequebatur hunc morem Bernardus Carnotensis, exundantissimus modernis 

temporibus fons litterarum in Gallia, et in auctorum lectione quid simplex esset et ad 

imaginem regule positum ostendebat; figuras gramatice, colores rhetoricos, 

cavillationes sophismatum, et qua parte sui proposite lectionis articulus respiciebat ad 

alias disciplinas, proponebat in medio; ita tamen ut non in singulis universa doceret, 

sed pro capacitate audientium dispensaret eis in tempore doctrine mensuram." 

(Ioannis Saresberiensis Episcopi Carnotensis Metalogicon, ed. Webb [Oxford, 1929], 

p. 55.)  

{2} The verses of Bernard which John quoted are  

Non dico esse quod est, gemina quod parte coactum  

  Materiae formam continet implicitam:  

Sed dico esse quod est, una quod constat earum:  

  Hoc vocat Idem illud Acheus et hylen.  

(Metal., IV; PL, 199, 938) 

{3} "Sed appellatione verbi substantivi non satis digna sunt, (quae cum tempore 

transeunt, ut nunquam in eodem statu permaneant, sed, ut fumus, evanescunt: 'fugiunt 

enim,' ut idem ait in Timaeo, 'nec exspectant appellationem.'" (Metal.. IV, 35)  

{4} See Ganfredus' letter (PL, 185, 587-596) and Libellus eiusdem contra Gilliberti 

Porretani Pictaviensis episcopi (PL, 185, 596-617). This author was St. Bernard's 

secretary and later hecame abbot of Clairvaux.  

{5} "Subsistit enim illud, et quadam ratione est per se, quad non indiget accidentibus 

ut esse possit; imo accidentia, eo quod hac ratione subsistere et per se esse dicitur, 

adeo indigent, quod nisi illa adsint, nulli inesse possunt." (In de duab, Nat.; PL, 64, 

1375)  

{6} "Genus vera nihil aliud putandum est, nisi subsistentiarum secundum totam 

earum proprietatem ex rebus secundum species suas differentibus similitudine 

comparata collectio (In de trin., )  

{7} ". . . haec tria scilicet existens id est archetipum mundum, locum id est 

primordialem materiam, generationem id est sensilem materiam, ante exornationem 

sensilis mundi, non dixit ante creationem quia etsi ante creationem fuit archetipus 

mundus, non tamen materia nec generatio potuit ante esse, sed dicit ante 

exornationem . . . ." (In de trin., ed. Parent, p. 174, 28-31)  

Part III: The Twelfth Century 

Chapter V 

Monastic Thought 
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If Abelard and the school of Chartres are indications of things to come, heralding as 

they do the age of the university, we must not think that the monastic centers were in 

decline. Abelard's experiences as monk and as abbot were not unique, but the twelfth 

century saw a great resurgence and reformation of the monastery. The Monastery of 

St. Victor in Paris was part and parcel of the intellectual life out of which the 

University of Paris would grow. However, at the very time when feudalism was 

breaking down and giving way to the rise of cities and communes, there was a flight 

to monasteries with the founding of hundreds of new monasteries and the sound of 

voices warning against some of the newer dialectical tendencies. In this chapter we 

want to look briefly at some men associated with this remarkable resurgence of the 

monastic ideal, men who were not simply criers in the wilderness but who made their 

presence known in the cities and, indeed, throughout Christendom.  

A. Hugh of St. Victor (1096-1141) 

Hugh, already a canon regular of St. Augustine, came to the monastery of St. Victor 

in Paris in 1115, and it was there that he lived out his life. He was elected head of the 

school of St. Victor in 1133. Among his works are the Didascalicon, an introduction 

to the arts; a work on grammar; a work on the sacraments of the Christian faith; 

commentaries on Scripture and on Denis the Areopagite. His mystical writings 

include a work on contemplation and its kinds as well as a work on the vanity of this 

world.  

The Didascalicon presents a survey of all the areas of knowledge and attempts to 

show that they are parts of a whole that is necessary for a man if he would achieve his 

natural perfection and his heavenly destiny. The work was written for students who 

came to the school of St. Victor, and its purpose was to provide them with a synoptic 

view of the object of their study. With the shift of the schools to urban centers there 

had come about both a specialization and secularization of knowledge, and Hugh, in 

the Didascalicon, may be regarded as combating such tendencies. Knowledge is a 

whole, and it must be understood both with reference to man's fall in Adam and to the 

ultimate calling of mankind. Professor Jerome Taylor, in a magisterial introduction to 

his translation of the Didascalicon, shows how Hugh's insistence on the need for 

learning, in its totality and with reference to both temporal and eternal life, contrasts 

with a number of other tendencies. Various cathedral schools were becoming centers 

of specialization in law or medicine or the poetic arts; many influential authors 

advocated a more or less literary humanism; there was the Platonism of Chartres, on 

the one hand, and, on the other, the emphasis on dialectic by Abelard and others; 

finally, there was the retreat from secular learning -- indeed, an impassioned 

opposition to it -- in many monastic centers. By depicting the map of learning the 

Didascalicon provides a way to avoid both exaggerating and narrowing tendencies by 

retaining an ultimately religious telos in study.  

The definition of philosophy which is the guiding principle of the Didascalicon is 

taken from tradition. "Philosophia est disciplina omnium rerum humanarum atque 

divinarum rationes plene investigans." Philosophy is a thorough investigation into the 

nature of all things, both human and divine. Hugh takes this definition quite seriously 

and includes the mechanical arts within the scope of philosophy; on the other side, the 

study of Sacred Scripture is also a component of philosophy. This novelty conveys the 

flavor of Hugh's synopsis. He considers another definition of philosophy, this one 



taken from Boethius, according to which philosophy is the love, pursuit of, and 

friendship with wisdom. Boethius goes on, it would seem, to distinguish the 

knowledge that would be included in this definition from the arts of making. Hugh 

insists that such an exclusion is not intended. He adds that something can be included 

within philosophy in the sense that knowledge of it is included, even though its use or 

practice is excluded. For example, knowledge of agriculture is necessary to the 

philosopher, but the actual tilling of ground is the work of the farmer. Furthermore, 

artifacts may not be natural objects, but since they imitate nature, knowledge of them 

falls within the scope of philosophy.  

Philosophy is divided into four basic kinds of science which include all others. First, 

there is the theoretical part of philosophy, which speculates on truth; second, there is 

practical philosophy, which considers moral discipline; third, there is the mechanical, 

which governs the action of this life and repairs part of the damage due to original sin; 

finally there is logic, the science of correct speech and disputation. Hugh proceeds to 

subdivide each of these.  

The division of the theoretical part of philosophy is taken from Boethius. There is 

theology (theologia, intellectibilis, divinalis), mathematics (mathematica, 

intelligibilis, doctrinalis), and physics (physica, physiologia, naturalis). The 

theoretical sciences, far more than logic and the practical and mechanical sciences, 

deserve the name of wisdom because they contemplate the truth of things.  

There is a threefold division of the practical as well. Actually Hugh gives a number of 

alternative expressions of this division, perhaps to achieve symmetry with the data on 

the theoretical sciences which he took from the De trinitate of Boethius. The division 

may be said to be a division into the solitary, the private, and the public; into ethics, 

economics, and politics; or into moral, dispensative, and civil. The various options are 

combined in the manner suggested by the parentheses in the foregoing paragraph on 

the division of speculative or theoretical science.  

Hugh gives a list of seven mechanical arts which is deliberately parallel to the 

traditional seven liberal arts. The mechanical arts are spinning, armor-making, 

navigation, agriculture, hunting, medicine, and the theatrical arts.  

Logic, the fourth part of philosophy, is first divided into two parts: grammar and the 

art of discourse. The latter is subdivided into probable and sophistic, with rhetoric and 

dialectic falling under probable discourse. These are divisive or subjective parts of 

logic; the integral or constitutive parts of logic are discovery and judgment. Hugh 

raises the question whether discovery and judgment could be divisive as well as 

integral parts of logic and, in giving a negative reply, enunciates a general principle. 

Any science which is an art or discipline can be said to be a part or subdivision of 

philosophy, but not every instance of cognition is an art or discipline. In order to be a 

subdivision of philosophy, in order, that is, to be considered an art or discipline, an 

instance of cognition must have its own end and be complete in itself. Discovery and 

judgment do not satisfy these criteria: neither is complete in itself. Thus, they are 

elements of discourse and not special parts of philosophy. This discussion is 

reminiscent, of course, of Boethius' discussion, with which Hugh would have been 

familiar, of Ammonius' resolution of the dispute between Stoics and Peripatetics on 

the question of whether logic is a part of philosophy or merely its instrument. The 



devices used to solve that far broader question are applied by Hugh to the narrower 

question just mentioned.  

Has Hugh accounted for the traditional liberal arts? He speaks of the quadrivium 

when he discusses mathematics, and notes that the four arts of the quadrivium are the 

divisions of mathematics. Moreover, he compares the seven liberal arts with the seven 

mechanical arts he lists. Three of the mechanical arts pertain to the extrinsic cloaking 

of nature (weaving, armament, and, presumably, theater), while four are concerned 

with sustaining inner nature (navigation, agriculture, hunting, and medicine). So too 

with the liberal arts. Three are extrinsic, being concerned with speech, while four are 

concerned with thought conceived within. The mechanical arts are concerned with 

repairing the damage done to man's bodily nature by original sin, whereas the liberal 

arts are concerned with repairing the damage done to reasoning and its expression in 

speech. Hugh returns to the liberal arts when he has enumerated the various parts of 

philosophy, noting that of all the sciences listed, the ancients singled out certain ones 

for special attention because of their peculiar utility. One who was well-versed in 

these was well-disposed to acquire the others. These then are the rudiments as well as 

instruments whereby the soul is prepared for the full knowledge of philosophical 

truth. That is why they are called the trivium and quadrivium, respectively, being 

three and four ways whereby the soul is introduced into the secrets of wisdom. Thus, 

no one is thought to deserve the title "master" unless he is proficient in the knowledge 

of these seven. But men have lost sight of the appropriate way to concern themselves 

with these arts; that is why, while they spend much time on them, they come away 

with little wisdom.  

With respect to the terms "art" and "science," Hugh recounts earlier efforts to explain 

their different meanings and adds something of his own. If philosophy is, as Isadore 

writes, the art of arts and science of sciences (ars artium et disciplina disciplinarum), 

we can say that an art can be called a science since art consists of precepts and rules. 

Hugh's own explanation is this. An art can be said to be anything which has a subject 

matter and is explicated by an operation, like architecture, whereas a discipline or 

science consists of speculation explicated through reason alone, like logic. Thus he 

succeeds in distinguishing mechanical art and science, but does not illuminate why 

logic is called a liberal "art." Later, Hugh distinguishes mechanical and liberal arts, 

but not as arts. Mechanical arts are those which alter the form of nature. The liberal 

arts are so called either because they require a liberated soul or because in antiquity 

free men and not slaves engaged in them.  

Hugh's original breakdown of philosophy into four parts is not intended to replace the 

traditional emphasis on the liberal arts, as his eulogy of these arts adequately shows. 

The liberal arts are ways to, the mode of entry to, the other parts of philosophy. 

Indeed, he writes, in the seven liberal arts we find the foundation of all learning. 

These above all must be acquired, since without them no one can explain or defend 

any other philosophical discipline.  

It is difficult in this rather bloodless résumé to convey the impact of Hugh's 

Didascalicon, which, besides the careful divisions we have recounted, devotes a great 

deal of time to the moral virtues required for the intellectual life. Despite the fact that 

Hugh relies throughout his work on the doctrine of his predecessors, bringing to bear 

the whole testimony of the tradition, there is something peculiarly his own in every 



part of his book. Of particular interest is his insistence on the broadest possible scope 

for philosophy, which does not lead him to depreciate the importance of the 

traditional liberal arts. Those arts are fundamental and propaedeutic to the other parts 

of philosophy. Why then does he list logic last? When he is setting down the four 

parts of philosophy, Hugh is not attending to the pedagogical order; in that order, as 

has been made clear, logic, or rather the liberal arts, would occupy pride of place.  

In order to understand the broadening of philosophy that Hugh has effected, we must 

realize that for him the term "philosophy," the love of wisdom, has as its ultimate 

telos Wisdom in the sense of the Second Person of the Trinity. The learning Hugh is 

commending in the Didascalicon is part and parcel of the Christian vocation; he is 

recommending to the neophytes to whom the Didascalicon is addressed that they set 

out with their supernatural destiny firmly in mind and that they continue to assess and 

understand the pursuit of any science in the light of their calling to union with God. 

What philosophy seeks to do, the whole point of Christianity, is to restore man and to 

remedy the effects of sin. That is the basic reason for including the mechanical arts 

within the scope of philosophy; this is simply to show their importance for achieving 

our goal as Christians. Man must make his way in this world, he must heal the wound 

sin has opened between man and nature, and this is the task of the mechanical arts 

Hugh mentions. That task is, of course, a subservient one. All human tasks must work 

together for the attainment of man's ultimate good.  

This orientation of Hugh's treatment of philosophy must be kept in mind when we 

compare him with his contemporaries. He is not irenic, as are certain Chartrians, 

regarding the compatibility of the Timaeus and Genesis. Hugh's mentor is Augustine; 

he will bring everything to the measure of the truth that has come down from above. 

Hugh has no interest in, indeed he is fundamentally suspicious of, any effort to update 

revelation by accommodating it to what is currently regarded as the last word of 

science. With respect to the dialecticians he would seem to be very dubious of efforts 

which seem to lose sight of the whole theological enterprise. Dispute for its own sake 

is a perversion, and any interpretation of Scripture which seems to explain it away or 

needlessly obscure it, or, perhaps worse, to treat it as if its function were to provide 

grist for dialectical mills, is repugnant to Hugh. For all that, he is no obscurantist. The 

various arts and sciences which men have discovered are viewed by Hugh as part of 

the divine economy of salvation. They are not to be condemned because of the abuses 

to which they are subject; rather, they are to be taken over by the Christian as his 

rightful possessions and put to the purpose for which they are intended. The attitude 

of the Didascalicon, if we may risk yet another generality, would seem to be a 

balanced one. Hugh counters the excesses of those who are overwhelmed by pagan 

knowledge to a point where their adherence to it jeopardizes their faith; at the same 

time, he seems to be providing a corrective to excessive repudiations of the pagan 

sources of philosophy. To both extremes Hugh issues one fundamental reminder. 

Philosophy is the way to wisdom, and we know that Wisdom is the Second Person of 

the Trinity. The salutary consequence of this reminder is that the Christian cannot 

regard his interest in and study of pagan documents as a recess from or an alternative 

to his ultimate vocation. Hugh is a mystic, not in the sense that he depreciates secular 

learning, but in the sense that he insists on the ultimate ordering of every human effort 

to man's restoration in Christ.  

Bibliographical Note 



The works of Hugh can be found in Migne's Patrologia latina, 175-177. The 

Didascalicon is in a critical edition by Brother C. H. Buttimer (Washington, 1939). 

Jerome Taylor's The Didascalicon of Hugh of St. Victor (New York, 1961) is a 

translation of the Buttimer text; Taylor's introduction and notes make his volume a 

valuable sourcebook for the twelfth century. See Roger Baron, Science et sagesse 

chez Hugues de Saint-Victor (Paris, 1957). Baron has edited Hugh's Epitome dindimi 

in philosophiam (Traditio, XI, 1955, pp. 91-148) and his Practica geometriae (Osiris, 

XII, 1956, pp. 176-224). There is an English translation of On the Sacraments of the 

Christian Faith (Cambridge, Mass., 1951) by Roy J. Deferrari. For further secondary 

literature consult the works of Taylor and Baron.  

B. Other Victorines 

Although Hugh of St. Victor is far and away the most important figure of this Parisian 

monastery in the twelfth century, there were, of course, other teachers associated with 

the school of St. Victor in this century. Richard of St. Victor, a Scot by birth, came to 

Paris around 1139. In 1162 he became master of theology at St. Victor. He died in 

1173. His writings, which are to be found in Migne (PL, 196), include a De trinitate, 

the Benjamin minor, and Benjamin maior. The last two works deal expressly with the 

contemplative life and, as such, with man s ultimate concern. Like Hugh before him, 

Richard sees both reason and faith as necessary if we are to arrive at contemplation, at 

the gaudium de veritate in Augustine's phrase. Reason has a natural ordination to 

contemplation, and this natural ordination is aided and enhanced by grace. Man's 

effort is viewed as a drive toward understanding, toward vision. In speaking of the 

need to go beyond authority to seeing, Richard is not denying the limits of reason nor 

is he suggesting that faith is something which can be surpassed in this life. Like Hugh, 

Richard both recognizes a distinction between nature and grace, reason and faith, and 

insists on a continuity between them in our drive toward contemplation, a drive which 

has to be sustained by love or charity. There is, consequently, a subordination of all 

knowledge to the experimental or loving, mystical knowledge of Wisdom, but this 

subordination is not a suppression. The Victorine impulse is to make all knowledge a 

component of man's effort to arrive at his true goal. Contemplation, of course, is not 

something man can achieve by his own power. In his works on contemplation Richard 

dwells on the various degrees or stages of the interior life whereby the soul is brought 

to spiritual perfection. In his work on the Trinity Richard proposes to proceed by 

reason alone, and he offers a number of proofs of the existence of God. There is also 

an effort to show by reason that there are three Persons in God.  

Godfrey of St. Victor was born around 1130, entered the monastery of St. Victor 

shortly after the midpoint of the century, and died in 1194. His works can be found in 

Migne, PL, 196; the Microcosmos has been edited critically by Philippe Delhaye 

(Lille, 1951). In the Fons Philosophiae (The Font of Philosophy), having recorded the 

vagaries of his contemporaries, particularly on the nature of universals, Godfrey 

suggests that the best sources of philosophizing are ancient: Plato, Aristotle, 

Martianus Capella, and Macrobius. Godfrey seems to have had to combat obscurantist 

tendencies within his own monastery, but he himself remained faithful to the 

Victorine ideal as it had been set down by Hugh.  



C. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) 

Bernard, one of the dominant figures of the twelfth century, was born in Burgundy in 

1090. At the age of twenty-two he entered the monastery of Citeaux, which had been 

founded by a group of monks intent on adhering to the letter of the Rule of St. 

Benedict. Bernard, a nobleman, turned away from worldly possibilities of power and 

pleasure. His birth would have assured him of power, his looks of the latter. 

According to the Roman Breviary, in a second nocturne lesson for his feast, Bernard 

as a youth was so handsome the ladies lost their heads over him, but he never 

reciprocated this emotional decapitation. (Bernardus, Fontanis in Burgundia honesto 

loco natus, adolescens propter egregiam formam vehementer sollicitatus a 

mulieribus, numquam de sententia colendae castitatis, dimoveri potuit.) Scott 

Fitzgerald once compared himself with Hemingway by saying that Ernest speaks with 

the authority of success, I with the authority of failure. We could adopt the phrase, 

make it refer to the flesh, and have Abelard play Fitzgerald to Bernard's Hemingway. 

Characteristically, Bernard did not seek the solitude of the monastery alone. He 

brought with him thirty-two other nobles whom he had convinced to leave the world. 

At the time of their arrival the reform of Citeaux seemed doomed, the house dying 

out. Its fortunes changed dramatically with the arrival of Bernard. At twenty-five, 

Bernard became abbot of the Cistercian monastery of Clairvaux, and it was in this 

post that he became a leading spokesman for the monastic ideal, a leader of the 

Cistercian reform, and an influence as well on the abbeys of Cluny. If Bernard entered 

the monastery to leave the world, for much of his life he was nonetheless drawn into 

the disputes of the outside world, both ecclesiastical and secular. He preached the 

Second Crusade; he was consulted by kings and popes; he intervened in the disputes 

of the schools. He was, by any account, a fantastic man and one whose stature cannot 

be explained on a purely natural level. Bernard of Clairvaux was a saint. He died in 

1153 and was canonized in 1174. He is known as the Mellifluous Doctor, as much for 

what he said as for the way he said it.  

The writings of Bernard are for the most part sermons and letters, but there are also a 

number of treatises, written at the request of others. These exhibit his principal 

interest, which, of course, he did not see as a narrow or exclusive one. He wrote on 

the degrees of humility, on loving God, on conversion, on meditation, and on the 

errors of Abelard.  

While it is risky to attempt a general definition, there may be some point in trying to 

say what is meant when Bernard is classified as a mystic. Bernard does not differ 

from Abelard in seeing that man's ultimate end is a supernatural one; the two do not 

differ because Bernard held that everything must be subordinated to man's religious 

calling. Where perhaps the difference lies, what leads us to call Bernard a mystical 

thinker but not Abelard, is the organic unity Bernard saw between the life of prayer, 

the spiritual life, and the intellectual life. For a thinker like Abelard there is a 

connection between studying the logical works of Aristotle and being a Christian, but 

it is an adventitious, almost extrinsic, connection. For Bernard it is not so. Everything 

the Christian does must be intimately and essentially ordered to his final end. This 

need not lead, and in Bernard seldom led, to pietistic excursions away from the topic 

at hand. But one is struck in Bernard by the living unity of everything he did and 

wrote, its subordination to his drive for spiritual perfection. We see this in all his 

activities, whether he is counseling popes, chiding kings, criticizing other religious, 



refuting Abelard, preaching, or building monasteries. It is all one; everything must be 

subjected to a single criterion if it is to be justified and considered important. Man is 

made to know and love God. It is that simple. The loving knowledge of God in 

contemplation, the experiential knowledge of God, is the central thing -- not merely 

abstract arguments, not dialectical finesse, but loving union with the source of truth 

who is Truth, the source of knowledge who is Wisdom. Bernard, who had been 

granted that mystical union with God, could not take seriously the suggestion that a 

bloodless and neutral logic must preside over our talk of that infinite reality.  

Now this indicates that there is a vantage point from which all human activity can be 

assessed. Bernard has much to say about the route that takes us to that vantage point. 

Let us consider what he has to say about the triad opinion, faith, and intelligence. 

Human knowledge bears first of all on created things, the things of this world. The 

visible world is a book in which divine truth can be read, but the script is smudged, 

the knowledge thus gained imperfect. Beyond such knowledge or opinion is faith. 

Faith marks an advance because of its certitude -- Bernard is therefore extremely 

critical of what he takes to he the import of Abelard's description of faith as 

existimatio -- but faith is a dark knowledge: the truth is hidden for it behind a veil. 

Beyond opinion and faith there is intelligence or understanding. Here not only is truth 

had, but knowledge that it is the truth. Here there is a similarity between knower and 

known. Understanding is had, if it is had, because of the presence of the Word in the 

soul. Understanding is beyond images, a gift; it is the purity and perfection of love 

where one is concerned only with the good of the other. How far this love is beyond 

love as we first know it! There is, first in time, a carnal love, selfish love. The 

direction in which we must go is from self-love to love of God. The perfection of love 

is the perfection of knowledge because love unites us with Wisdom itself. The 

progression here is a progression in freedom as well. Bernard will distinguish between 

various kinds of freedom. There is a natural freedom, one that belongs to us 

essentially because we are men. But there are two kinds of freedom which are added 

to us, which are not ours because of our nature. These are the freedoms of grace and 

glory.  

Bibliographical Note 

Thomas Merton's The Last of the Fathers (New York, 1954) is a brief and interesting 

introduction to St. Bernard; Watkin Williams' Saint Bernard of Clairvaux 

(Manchester, 1935) is useful if one can survive the style and format. Étienne Gilson's 

The Mystical Theology of Saint Bernard (New York, 1940) is the eminent medieval 

scholar at his best.  

D. Other Figures 

1. Peter the Venerable (1092-1147). We have encountered Peter the Venerable in our 

discussion of Abelard. The Abbot of Cluny gave Abelard asylum in the last year of 

the latter's life and was instrumental in effecting a reconciliation between Abelard and 

Bernard of Clairvaux. Peter the Venerable was a defender of the Cluniac 

interpretation of the Rule of St. Benedict and an advocate of an adaptation of the 

monastic ideal to the changing times in opposition to St. Bernard's call for the strict 

and literal Cistercian interpretation.  



Peter visited Toledo, where he became acquainted with the translations being made 

there and was instrumental in getting the Koran translated into Latin. Lest this be seen 

as indicating sympathy on his part, we must add that he then wrote a refutation of the 

Islamic religion and tried to interest St. Bernard in doing the same. Peter also wrote 

against the Jews and various heretics. An important figure in the history of 

monasticism as well as in the history of spirituality, Peter the Venerable is of interest 

for us insofar as his conception of the monastic life did not preclude the kind of 

scholarly work which had long been associated with the monastery schools. His 

works can be found in Migne, PL, 189.  

2. William of St. Thierry. William was born in Liège around 1080, studied at Reims or 

perhaps Laon, where he might have come into contact with Abelard. He became a 

monk at St. Thierry in 1113 and was elected abbot in 1119. In 1135 he resigned and 

became a Cistercian. He died in 1148.  

William had little more than disdain for secular learning, both in itself and in its 

application to the faith. A man is called to love God, and this is not aided by study of 

Ovid or dialectics. The school of divine love is the cloister. In his various writings 

William attempts to set down the itinerary of man's wiil. His works, which are found 

in Migne, PL, 180 and 184, include Epistola ad fratres de monte dei, speculum fidei, 

Aenigma fidei, De contemplando deo, De natura et dignitate amoris, De natura 

corporis et animae.  

In William the stress is on love rather than knowledge, but ultimately there is a 

knowledge which issues from love. Speaking of man's nature, of body and soul, 

William distinguishes the life of the body, the life of the soul, and the life of spirit. 

This distinction between kinds of life provides him with the structure of the spiritual 

life. That life consists of three stages or moments. First, man finds himself bound by 

the senses and passions; he is as it were outside himself, and if he responds to the 

promptings of spirit, he does so with a sense of being constrained or forced. Second, 

there is the life of virtue. Virtue is a voluntary consent to the good. The contrast here 

is between the voluntary and the constrained; the spiritual life is a movement toward 

greater and greater freedom. The good may be known by natural knowledge and it 

may be desired, but there is not yet the fullness of love. Monastic asceticism is the 

school of charity which turns desire to love. Third is the spiritual life properly so 

called, which is marked by spontaneity and freedom. The perfect are prompted and 

led by the Holy Ghost. Such perfect inwardness cannot be learned from the masters of 

the schools; it comes only from complete docility to the movement of the Holy Ghost. 

The spiritual life is a condition of union with God: cum fit homo unus cum Deo. This 

is a unity of grace, not of nature; it means to will what God wills, so that there is no 

longer any difference between our will and God's. William will speak of the 

progression of the spiritual life in various ways, but always with the emphasis on will 

and love. Sometimes the progression is expressed as voluntas, amor, caritas, 

sapientia (will, love, charity, wisdom); sometimes as amor, dilectio, caritas, unitas, 

spiritus (love, affection, charity, unity, spirit). But more often than not, William 

stresses that love is the vehicle of knowledge or, better, of wisdom. Amor crescit in 

caritatem, caritas in sapientiam (love grows into charity and charity into wisdom). 

The knowledge given man by the Holy Ghost, not the knowledge of the schools, is 

what life is all about. We do not know God by disputation, by dialectics, by endless 



wrangling. Charity is the eye with which we see God (ipsa caritas est oculus quo 

videtur Deus).  

One can see here the difference between a mystic like William of St. Thierry and one 

like Hugh of St. Victor. For the latter there is no need to choose between secular 

learning and the interior life. All things work together for good; secular learning 

responds to something real in man, something which remains in him as Christian, and 

he can turn it into an instrument for arriving at his supernatural goal. William, on the 

other hand, convinced of the vanity of this world, is more struck by the way in which 

secular learning can be an impediment to the one thing needful, and he warns against 

it. What we are called to, what will perfect us, is not something we can achieve by our 

own efforts; it is not something within the grasp of the naturally talented but withheld 

from the unlearned and simple. William, we may be sure, would not understand the 

charge that his position is an obscurantist one. He would no doubt reply that to devote 

oneself to spiritual perfection, to be responsive to the promptings of grace and the 

Holy Ghost, to live the life of charity -- that is to come into possession of the fullness 

of wisdom. What could be lacking in one who has the fullness of wisdom? If the 

cautiously inclusive attitude of Hugh of St. Victor seems preferable, we must 

nonetheless keep in mind that what William was confronted by was not dialectics in 

the abstract but singular dialecticians, men like Abelard. Abelard may not in the long 

run and in his writings have been so distant from the emphasis William made, but on 

the hoof, so to speak, Abelard must have appeared a dangerous and disruptive force, 

an almost demonic presence. The remedy, at least as far as William of St. Thierry was 

concerned, was to eschew what Abelard engaged in, retire from the world, and let 

God work his marvels in the soul.  

3. Isaac of Stella. An Englishman by birth, Isaac became a Cistercian and, in 1167, 

was elected abbot of the abbey of Stella near Poitiers. He was an unusual Cistercian in 

that he employed dialectics in his writings effectively and unapologetically. But the 

dialectics is at the service of a constant theme of St. Bernard of Clairvaux: the vanity 

of the world, the nothingness of creatures. Isaac makes this point by engaging in the 

discussion over the status of universals. He begins by distinguishing substance and 

accident. The being of accidents is to inhere in substance; accidents enjoy no 

autonomous existence. But how is it with substance? Well, we must distinguish 

between first or primary substance, for example, this man, and second substance, for 

example, Man. The individual man would not exist if there were not Man, or human 

nature, and human nature exists only if there are individual men. Thus, not only 

accidents are imperfect beings but also substance, whether considered as universal or 

singular. From this Isaac draws the surprising conclusion that creatures are nothing, 

certainly nothing in themselves, since creatures are either substances or accidents and 

these have been shown to have at best a precarious hold on existence. God alone 

exists of himself: God is both autonomous in existence and immutable. Thus, God is 

distinguished from accidents and from both first and second substance. God's 

existence is discoverable by reflecting on the "nothingness" of creatures; their being, 

because it is so precarious that it deserves to be called nothing, demands the being 

God is. Can we speak of God? Isaac distinguishes levels of theology: divine theology 

consists of negations, claiming that we can affirm nothing literally of God; symbolic 

theology is metaphorical and speaks of God as a lion and so forth. Between these two 

is another kind of theology which speaks of God neither literally, for that can produce 

only negations, nor metaphorically. God is said to be wise and just, not 



metaphorically, as he may be called a lion, and not literally either, since to say God is 

just is not to say the same thing as to say that a man is just.  

In speaking of the soul and its faculties, Isaac, like Aleher of Clairvaux, is interested 

in relating the powers of the soul to the stages of the spiritual life. Through sensation 

the soul is in touch with the corporeal world; through its highest faculty, intelligence, 

the soul attains to the Holy Ghost and then, thanks to the influence of the Holy Ghost 

within it, the soul comes to knowledge of the Word and then of the Father. Isaac 

defines soul as similitudo omnium, the likeness of all things; the plurality of faculties 

of the soul is taken to be an image of the Trinity.  

The works of Isaac of Stella are to be found in Migne, PL, 194.  

4. Alcher of Clairvaux. Alcher is noteworthy for a work on the soul, the De spiritu et 

anima (PL, 40, 779-832). Aquinas had a low opinion of it and dismissed the 

suggestion that it was a work of Augustine. "This book, Concerning Spirit and Soul," 

he wrote, "is not by Augustine; it is said to have been written by some Cistercian. As 

for its contents, they are not worth bothering about." (Q.D. de anima, a. 12, ad 1) The 

work is a compilation of texts taken from Augustine, Boethius, Cassiodorus, Alcuin, 

Hugh of St. Victor, and Bernard of Clairvaux. The definition of soul (animus) Alcher 

gives became famous: the soul is a substance which participates in reason and is so 

fashioned as to rule the body (animus est substantia quaedam rationis particeps, 

regendo corpori accomodata). But the De spiritu et anima is not simply concerned 

with the nature of soul and its faculties. It goes on to discuss the spiritual life. The 

route of perfection is Augustinian. The soul must turn upon itself if it would go to 

God, for the soul is the image of God.  

5. Alan of Lille. Poet, theologian, apologist, philosopher, Alan of Lille (Alanus de 

Insulis) was born about 1128. He is noteworthy for his contributions to theological 

method, which indicate a profound influence of Boethius. In his De hebdomadibus 

Boethius proposed to proceed by first setting down a set of propositions or maxims 

and then subjecting them to analysis in such a way that he seems to be elaborating an 

axiomatic system. As there are echoes of the Proclus of the Elements of Theology in 

this work of Boethius, so there are echoes of Boethius in Alan's Rules of Sacred 

Theology. What Alan thought he was doing is clear; his method is an application to 

theology of something common to the other sciences. Each science proceeds from 

maxims or axioms: in rhetoric these are commonplaces (loci communes); and in 

dialectic, ethics, geometry, and music there are analogous common principles. 

Theology must also begin from rules or axioms, although these are very obscure and 

subtle and may be called paradoxes or enigmas. Given the character of the starting 

points of theology, they should not be given over to discussion by the uninstructed or 

those whose thoughts are completely bound to sensed objects. Many of the rules Alan 

set down, pithy axiomatic statements, became the common currency of theological 

discussion, though, of course, not all of them were original with him. Thus, he takes 

from Boethius the identity of essence and existence in God: omne simplex esse suum 

et id quod est unum habet. A Neoplatonic influence is apparent in the very first 

maxim Alan sets down: Monas est qua quaelibet res est una (the Monad is that 

whereby anything is one). The influence of Pseudo-Dionysius is apparent in another. 

Only negations can be truly and properly predicated of God since by them we remove 

from God what cannot inhere in him (negationes vero de Deo dictae et verae et 



propriae sunt, secundum quas removetur a Deo quod ei per inhaerentiam non 

convenit). Alan's work is also influenced by the so-called Hermetic writings.  

Taking his cue from Boethius as well as from Chalcidius, Alan develops a remarkable 

doctrine on the nature of matter. This aspect of his teaching links him with the school 

of Chartres. In discussing the various meanings of the word "nature," Alan singles out 

a meaning according to which nature is an intermediary between God and the world, 

something reminiscent of Erigena's natura quae creatur et creat.  

Alan's apologetic work not only is directed against the Albigensians but also takes 

into account the Jewish and Islamic religions. His apologetic effort is guided by a 

very intense feeling for the unity of Christianity, and his trump card against heretics is 

that they threaten that unity; as for non-Christians, their failure to take sufficiently 

into account the unity of mankind's religious experience is taken as a mark against 

them.  

The poetic work of Alan includes the Anticlaudianus, in which he argues for the unity 

of nature and virtue, and The Plaint of Nature. The latter, a mixture of prose and 

poetry, also has as its theme the relation between nature and virtue. His poetry has 

earned Alan the title of Christian humanist. He resigned his chair of theology and 

retired to the monastery at Citeaux, where he died in 1202.  

Bibliographical Note 

The works of Alan can be found in Migne, PL, 120. These include Ars predicatoria, 

De fide catholica contra haereticos sui temporis praesertim Albigenses, Regula de 
sacra theologia, Anticlaudianus, De planctu naturae. There are English translations 

of the Anticlaudianus, by W. H. Cornog (Philadelphia, 1935), and of the De planctu 

naturae, by D. M. Moffat (New York, 1908).  

Part III: The Twelfth Century 

Chapter VI 

Dominicus Gundissilinus 

Dominicus Gundissalinus was a member of the Toledo school of translators of Islamic 

and Judaic writings which was established by the archbishop of that city, Raymond 

(1126-1151). Others of the school were John of Spain, Gerard of Cremona, and, later, 

Michael Scot and Herman the German. The writings of Gundissalinus are now placed 

in the second half of the twelfth century, probably under Archbishop John (1151-

1166). Prior to the establishment of the Toledo school there had been translations 

made (for example, by Adelhard of Bath), but such efforts were sporadic and 

unorganized. Spain was the logical place for such work, for there intimate contact 

between Latin Christian culture and Judaism and Islam was a fact of life. Converts 

from these faiths were a major source of the works which came to be translated into 

Latin. Gundissalinus is thought to have been a convert from Judaism. The ancient 

texts which were thus introduced into the West had been filtered through a number of 



languages before finding their way into Latin. The Nestorian school at Edessa (431-

489) translated many works from Greek into Syriac. It is interesting that Cassiodorus 

mentions both Alexandrian and Syrian scholarly efforts. (PL, 70, 1105) The object of 

these efforts was not Aristotle alone but also the works of the Alexandrian 

commentators. Such work is thought to have continued from the fifth to the eighth 

century. In the eighth century Syrian scholars were summoned to the courts of the 

Caliphs of Bagdad. One of these scholars, Henin Ben Isaac, translated works from 

Syriac into Arabic. In the eleventh and twelfth centuries this heritage became 

available to Jews and Christians. The last step, into Latin, was in itself a somewhat 

complicated one. At Toledo, for example, an Arabic or Jewish text was first translated 

into the vernacular, Spanish, and it was that version that someone might put into 

Latin. What was thus translated was not simply a text of Aristotle, say, but such a text 

together with an Arabian commentary on it. Thus at the same time that Aristotle and 

his Alexandrian commentators were introduced to the Latin West, Alkindi, Alfarabi, 

Algazel, Avicebron, Avicenna, and Averroes came to be known. This fact was to have 

not a little influence on Aristotle's fate in European universities.  

Unlike most other translators, Gundissalinus wrote independent philosophical works. 

Besides his work on the divisions of philosophy (De divisione philosophiae), at which 

we will take a sustained look, he wrote on the creation of the world, the immortality 

of the soul, and unity.  

De divisione philosophiae. Although this work exhibits a great deal of community 

with the tradition on the relationship between the arts and philosophy, a tradition to 

which we have been alluding in what has gone before, Gundissalinus strikes a note 

that is definitely new, a note which anticipates the sort of approach to the nature of 

philosophy which in the thirteenth century will be taken by Thomas Aquinas. In 

devoting a modest amount of space to Gundissalinus' map of philosophy, we leave it 

to the reader to compare what the Spaniard has to say with what has been said earlier 

about other twelfth-century views on the division of philosophy.  

The De divisione philosophiae begins with a fairly familiar lament: Felix prior aetas: 

Alas, for the good old days. The phrase, as it happens, is lifted from Boethius' 

Consolation of Philosophy. Although once avidly pursued, philosophy is nowadays 

fallen into oblivion, for men are too concerned with worldly matters. To help rectify 

this situation, Gundissalinus proposes to write a kind of summary of wisdom in which 

he will do three things: show (1) what wisdom is, (2) what its parts are, and (3) the 

usefulness of each part.{1}  

Since everyone prefers some things to other things, and things are preferred either 

with reference to flesh or to spirit, we must examine what is sought by flesh and what 

is sought by spirit. The goods sought by the flesh are of three kinds. Some are 

necessary, for they sustain us, and they are either provided by nature (for example, 

food and drink) or by art (for example, medicine). Others are such that they are 

pleasant (for example, fine clothes, well-prepared food, sex). Finally. some things are 

sought by flesh out of curiosity (curiositas), for example, superfluous possessions and 

riches. Those who seek such things are corrupt and abominable.  

The concerns of spirit are also threefold. Some are harmful, such as moral vice; others 

are vain, such as worldly honor and magic; finally, some are useful, such as virtues 
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and worthwhile sciences. It is in the latter that human perfection consists, since 

human perfection cannot be had in virtue without knowledge or in knowledge without 

virtue.  

Sciences are of two kinds, human and divine. Divine science is that which is revealed 

to man by God, for example, the Old and New Testaments. The sign of such a science 

is that it is introduced by "The Lord God spoke . . ." and "Jesus said to his disciples . . 

. ."  

Human science is that which is attained by human discourse, for example, all  the arts 

which are called liberal. Some human sciences pertain to eloquence, others to 

wisdom. Grammar, poetry, rhetoric, and law belong to eloquence, for they enable one 

to speak correctly and ornately. Those belong to wisdom which enlighten the soul 

with respect to the knowledge of truth or elevate it to the level of the good. Now all of 

these sciences belong to philosophy; there is no science which is not part of 

philosophy. Here Gundissalinus sets himself a fourfold task: he will determine what 

philosophy is, what its intention or end is, what its parts are, and what each part is 

concerned with.  

A. What Is Philosophy? 

This discussion is divided into two parts, in the first of which Gundissalinus gives us 

definitions of philosophy. The second part establishes the intention of philosophy and 

assigns its parts. With respect to the definition of philosophy. Gundissalinus suggests 

some definitions drawn from what is proper to it and others taken from the effect of 

philosophy. As a matter of fact, six definitions of philosophy are given, four arising 

from what is proper to philosophy and two from its effect.  

The first four definitions are (1) philosophy is the assimilation of man to the works of 

the creator insofar as humanly possible, (2) philosophy is the study of death, (3) 

philosophy is the knowledge of things human and divine conjoined with the effort to 

live well, (4) philosophy is the art of arts and the discipline of disciplines. Baur gives 

Isaac's book of definitions as the immediate source of the first two definitions and 

Isadore as the source of the next two. He also indicates (p. 169ff.), however, the 

ancient sources for these definitions, citing Theaetetus 176AB as the source of the 

first two.  

As found in Plato, these seem to reflect a Pythagorean influence, a mystical direction 

of thought in which philosophy is ordered to religion, speculation to intuition and 

ecstasy. For Gundissalinus, however, the first definition has a straightforward, 

scientific meaning. Philosophy is the assimilation of man to the works of God in the 

sense that it is the perception of the truth of things, the truth of knowledge, and the 

truth of operation. But to know the truth of things is to know them in their causes. 

Gundissalinus then enumerates the four species of cause taught by Aristotle, dividing 

each species into spiritual and corporeal. The second definition, that which sees 

philosophy as solicitude for death, is interpreted as meaning the mortification of base 

desires, a prerequisite for the pursuit and acquisition of truth.  

Baur's research into the sources of the third and fourth definitions is particularly 

interesting for us since, as has already been said, they are taken from Isadore. Where 



did Isadore get them? Baur sees these definitions as Stoic in origin, cit ing a fragment 

of the Pseudo-Plutarch in the Placita philosophorum. The fourth definition is thought 

to be derived from Aristotle. (Meta., 1,2)  

The definition of philosophy from its effect is "Man's complete knowledge of 

himself." The relation of this definition to the dictum of the Delphic Oracle is noted 

by Baur, a dictum whose ethical import is clear. It can be seen to suggest that 

introspection is a source of knowledge of the macrocosm. We can see in this the 

option of Neoplatonism and Augustinianism: "Noli foras ire, in te redi: in interiore 

homine habitat veritas, et si tuam naturam mutabilem inveneris, transcende et te 

ipsum" [Go not about, retire within: truth dxvells in the inner man, and should you 

find your own truth mutable, go on beyond yourself]. (De vera religione, chap. 39, n. 

72) Gundissalinus' interpretation of this definition could hardly be less mystical. In 

man substance and accident are found, and not only that but both spiritual and 

corporeal substance and accident. Now since whatever is is either substance or 

accident, spiritual or corporeal, man is a sort of compendium of being; for him to 

know himself will be in a way to know whatever is.  

The sixth definition given of philosophy is etymological: philosophy is the love of 

wisdom; the philosopher is one who seeks wisdom. Wisdom itself is definable in two 

ways: first from its proper nature, second from its effect. "Wisdom is the true 

knowledge of first and sempiternal things." These first things are described in terms 

of emanation, somewhat redolent of the Fons vitae of Avicebron. The first genus is 

created immediately by God, and from it come other genera. Individuals and species 

receive their names and definitions from the genera, and, thus, owing to the genera 

each this is what it is and has what truth it has. Truth is that which is. Thus, we can 

say that wisdom is true knowledge of the first and sempiternal things. Finally, wisdom 

is the intellectual comprehension of what is true and false in every area.  

B. The Division of Philosophy 

Philosophy is an attempt to understand all things insofar as this is humanly possible. 

A first division of things is that into those which result from our willing (for example, 

laws, constitutions, wars, rites, and so on) and those which do not. Only God in no 

way comes to be; every creature comes to be, whether before time (angels and 

matter), with time (celestial bodies and earthly elements), or in time (everything else). 

Those which come to be in time either will never have an end (for example, soul) or 

will have an end. Of those things which will have an end, some are due to nature, 

others to art.  

1. Theoretical and Practical Philosophy. Since whatever is is due either to our willing 

or to God or nature, philosophy is first divided into two parts. The first, having to do 

with human affairs, is practical philosophy, which seeks to know what we ought to 

do; the second, theoretical philosophy, having to do with everything other than human 

works, seeks to learn what ought to be known. Gundissalinus goes on to make several 

distinctions calculated to clarify this initial division of philosophy. Theoretical 

philosophy is in the intellect, consisting only in the mind's knowledge; practical 

philosophy is in doing (in effectu) and consists in the execution of a work. Philosophy 

is sought for the perfection of the soul, and this is achieved by science and operation. 

Operation pertains to the sensible part of the soul, speculation to the rational part. The 



rational part of the soul is divided by the concern with divine things not elements of 

our work and with human things. The end of the speculative is in knowledge, the end 

of the practical in knowledge of what ought to be done. The principles of this division 

are, in the first place, objects (divine and human things), mode (knowing and knowing 

for doing), and the parts of soul involved (rational and sensible). But, lest one think 

that practical philosophy is action, Gundissalinus makes clear that, as philosophy, it is 

rational knowledge of what ought to be done.  

2. Divisions of Theoretical Philosophy. In assigning the parts of theoretical 

philosophy our author gives two accounts of how the division is made and then 

compares them with the doctrine of Boethius, De trinitate, chapter two. We will set 

down in schematic form the divisions given in the text.  

First Division 

Theoretical knowledge has as its object whatever does not result from our willing. But 

such things are  

• 1. either such that motion cannot belong (accidit) to them (God, angels),  

• 2. or such that motion can belong (accidit) to them,  

o (a) some of which can exist without motion (e.g., one, cause)  

o (b) while others cannot,  

▪ (i) though some can be understood without proper motion (e.g., 

square)  

▪ (ii) while others cannot be so understood (e.g., humanity).  

With respect to the things which would fall under 2a, our author notes that they can be 

considered in two ways, either according to proper matter and motion or without 

them. Examples of the first mode would he the consideration that fire is one, the 

elements are four, hot and cold are causes, the soul is a principle. These things -- 

namely one, four, cause, and principle -- can exist apart from matter. The second 

mode pertains to 2b (i), and refers to the consideration of mathematicals apart from 

proper matter and motion. What this seems to be saying is this: mathematicals exist in 

material and mobile things but can be considered without including proper matter and 

motion. So too such things as cause, principle, and unity are found in material and 

mobile things, but, unlike mathematicals, they are also sometimes found existing 

apart. from matter and motion. Thus, although matter and motion are not accidental to 

material and mobile causes, matter and motion accidunt to cause as such.  

Second Division 

Whatever is understood  

• 1. either exists altogether apart from matter and motion,  

o (a) some such that it is impossible for them to exist in matter and 

motion, such as God and the angels,  

o (b) others such that it is not necessary that they be in matter and 

motion, such as unity and cause,  

• 2. or exists in matter and motion,  



o (a) although some can be understood without matter and motion, such 

as figure, square, circularity, curve, etc.,  

o (b) while others cannot be understood without matter and motion, such 

as man, vegetable, animal, etc.  

That each of these divisions is in agreement with the doctrine of Boethius is next 

shown. The two divisions come down to saying that speculation is concerned either 

(1) with what is not separate from its matter either in existing or in the intellect, or (2) 

with what is separated from matter in the intellect but not as it exists, or (3) with what 

is separate from matter in existing and in the intellect. The science concerned with the 

first kind of things is called physics or natural science; the science concerned with the 

second, mathematics; that concerned with the third, first science or first philosophy or 

metaphysics. It is precisely these sciences and such objects which Boethius describes 

when he says that physics is in abstracta and with motion; mathematics, abstract and 

with motion; theology, abstract and without motion. What is more, this division of 

speculative philosophy is the one given by Aristotle.  

3. Division of Practical Philosophy. Our author introduces this division by noting that 

future happiness requires not only science of what should be understood but also 

knowledge of what is good. Thus, practical philosophy too is necessary. And, as it 

happens, practical philosophy too is divided into three parts.  

One part of it is the science that has to do with intercourse with all men, something 

which requires knowledge of grammar, poetry, rhetoric, and secular law. These 

provide for that science of ruling states and of knowing the rights of citizens which is 

called political science. Second, there is a science concerned with the household and 

one's own family. By means of it knowledge is had of the relations of man with wife, 

children, and servants and of all domestic matters. This science, usually called 

economics (from the Greek oikia, home), Gundissalinus calls family government.  

A third science is that by which a man knows how to regulate himself. This is ethics 

or moral science. Since a man lives either alone or with others and, if with others, 

either with his family or with his co-citizens, the division of practical philosophy is 

seen to be adequate.  

4. Logic and the Schema of Philosophy. The six sciences already enumerated contain 

whatever can and should be known. Because this is so and because they are precisely 

the parts of philosophy, the intention of philosophy is said to be the understanding of 

all things insofar as this is humanly possible. And since philosophy has as its effect 

the perfection of the soul, it has been pointed out that the end of practical philosophy 

is the love of the good, that. of speculative philosophy the knowledge of the truth.  

Truth, however, is either known or unknown. Examples of known truths are that two 

is more than one and that the whole is greater than its part. Unknown truths, such as 

that the world began and that angels are composed of matter and form(!) require 

demonstration. What is unknown comes to be known through something else 

previously known. Logic is the science which teaches how to bring about this 

transformation. For this reason logic is naturally prior to every theoretical science and 

is necessary to each. However, since truth is expressed in propositions and these are 



composed of terms, grammar, whose concern is the composition of terms, must 

precede logic.  

Gundissalinus holds that every science is either a part or an instrument of philosophy. 

Examples of parts would be mathematics and physics; of an instrument, grammar. 

Grammar is only an instrument, for although it is necessary in order to teach 

philosophy, it is not necessary in order to know it. But since philosophy inquires into 

the dispositions of its subject, logic is not only an instrument but also a part of 

philosophy.  

Baur (p. 193) draws up the following schema to represent the doctrine of 

Gundissalinus' De divisione philosophiae.  

• I. Propaedeutic Sciences (Sciences of Eloquence)  

o 1. Scientia litteralis: grammar  

o 2. Scientiae civiles: poetics and rhetoric  

 

• II. Logic  

 

Logic is situated midway between the sciences of eloquence and the sciences 

of wisdom. However, two of the sciences of eloquence enter into the parts of 

logic Gundissalinus sets down: Categories, Perihemeneias, Analytica Priora, 

Analytica Posteriora, Topica, Sophistica, Rhetorica, Poetica. These "parts" 

are simply names of Aristotelian works.  

 

 

• III. Properly Philosophical Sciences (Sciences of Wisdom)  

o 1. Theoretical  

▪ (a) physics  

▪ (b) mathematics  

▪ (c) metaphysics  

o 2. Practical  

▪ (a) politics  

▪ (b) economics  

▪ (c) ethics  

It is clear that the liberal arts do not as such constitute the main concern of 

Gundissalinus in his division of philosophy. He mentions them but once, and then 

seemingly suggests that any human science can be called a liberal art. The mechanical 

arts come up for discussion, briefly, when economics is considered. His understanding 

of them would seem to be that these arts transform natural matter in order to make 

objects useful for man. Gundissalinus suggests a division of them according to the 

natural matter transformed, according to whether their matter is inanimate or 

(formerly) animate body. When medicine is distinguished from the liberal arts, we are 

not faced with anything new, for Isadore (IV, 13, 1-5) makes the same distinction. We 

need not look in the De divisione philosophiae for any precisions on the meaning of 

the phrase "liberal art" or for any distinction of art from science. Gundissalinus is 

content to accept Cassiodorus on the definitions of art and science, indicating that 



these are simply different names for the same thing. Indeed, for Gundissalinus 

metaphysics is an art and the metaphysician an artifex. What the schema just set down 

indicates (if it be supplemented by the division of mathematics into its parts {2}) is that 

the trivium and quadrivium have been wholly subsumed under the more important 

division of philosophy as a whole. It is this division and the use he makes of it that 

sets the work of Gundissalinus off from all other views discussed earlier, even those 

of Hugh of St. Victor. The exact nature of Gundissalinus' difference from the others 

we shall now endeavor to make plain.  

The reader will have noted the similarity of the division of Gundissalinus and that of 

Aristotle discussed in volume one (McInerny, A History of Western Philosophy: From 

the Beginnings of Philosophy to Plotinus [Notre Dame, 1963], pp. 222ff.). Should this 

be a surprise? As Gundissalinus himself indicates, the division of speculative 

philosophy that he sets down is that of Aristotle, but it is as well the division Boethius 

gives in his De trinitate, chapter two. Moreover, this division, doubtless thanks to 

Boethius, is present in many of the books which influenced the tradition of the liberal 

arts up to and into the twelfth century. In Isadore, for example, we find this division 

of speculative philosophy. Nevertheless, there is a difference. The division of 

philosophy which is most operative in the tradition we have been examining is that 

which divided philosophy into logic, physics, and ethics. This is the division set  down 

by St. Augustine, (Cf. De civ. dei, VIII, 4; II, 7; XI, 25.) Moreover, it is the division 

favored by Cicero. This division is clearly the one most influential on Cassiodorus, 

Isadore, Alcuin, Rhabanus Maurus, Scotus Erigena, Gilbert of la Porrée, and John of 

Salisbury. Baur sees the work of Cassiodorus as primarily an introduction to the study 

of Sacred Scripture, having this in common with Augustine's De doctrina christiana 

before him and, after him, with Rhabanus Maurus' De clericorum institutione. For this 

reason, secular sciences were shrunk to the seven liberal arts, and physical and 

metaphysical speculation was set aside. "Theology, in the sense of the theology of 

Christian revelation, takes the place of metaphysics as the queen of the sciences." (p. 

353) The justice of Baur's remark will be clear if one considers the manner in which 

Rhabanus Maurus, for example, discusses the notion of wisdom as it enters into the 

definition of philosophy. The wisdom involved is precisely that revealed by Christ in 

the Scriptures. If the liberal arts are useful for the Christian, if they are the pillars on 

which wisdom is raised, this is simply, according to Augustine, Cassiodorus, Alcuin, 

Rhabanus Maurus, and so forth, because they are useful in reading the Scriptures.  

The new note struck by Gundissalinus, a note possible only because of the influx of 

the Arabian Aristotelianism, is that there is a wisdom distinct from what has been 

revealed, a metaphysics to which philosophical sciences are ordered. It was 

impossible for earlier thinkers to so interpret the third member of Boethius' division in 

the De trinitate, chapter two. Theology was the knowledge of God handed down in 

the Scriptures; philosophy was a melange of propaedeutic arts and revealed wisdom. 

The materials with which Gundissalinus is dealing are precisely those which in the 

thirteenth century will pose the problem of a relationship between philosophy and 

theology. This problem is not formally posed prior to the introduction of the corpus 

aristotelicum into the Latin West. There is, of course, the problem of faith and reason, 

but that is not the same problem as that of the relation between philosophy and 

theology.  



It may not be immediately evident that a difference exists between Gundissalinus and 

Hugh of St. Victor. That such a difference does exist is clear from the fact that the 

Victorine school is usually considered to be a mystical one. What does this mean? As 

we have seen, the purpose of philosophy, the goal of philosophy, is a wisdom which 

will rectify the nature of man which has been disintegrated by sin. "Omnium autem 

humanarum actionum seu studiorum, quae sapientia moderatur, finis et intentio ad 

hoc spectare debet, ut vel naturae nostrae reparetur integritas, vel defectuum quibus 

praesens subiacet vita temperetur necessitas" [The end or intention sought in any 

human action or pursuit, guided by wisdom, is either that the integrity of nature might 

be restored or that the harshness stemming from the flaws to which our present life is 

subjected be tempered]. (Didase., I, 5, p. 12, 3-6) The wisdom with which Hugh is 

concerned is not the speculative science which is metaphysics, anymore than it would 

appear to be that theological science whose beginnings had long been had. The goal 

of philosophy is one of union with God, a condition of man which is no more attained 

in the sciences than it is attained in the mechanical arts or in philosophical knowledge 

of them, but via them. We have tried to indicate how Gundissalinus, on the other 

hand, can so interpret definitions of philosophy whose origins are mystical or ethical 

that they have a straightforward scientific meaning. In this Gundissalinus is the 

precursor in a special way of the directions taken by philosophical thought in the 

thirteenth century.  

In his study of unity, in his work on the soul, Gundissalinus, while paying deference 

to such writers as Boethius, draws much of his inspiration from Arab thinkers. Thus, 

as translator and independent thinker, Gundissalinus provides for us, writ small as it 

were, the problem which faces the West with the influx of the Aristotelian corpus 

together with Arab commentaries. Like the last generation of Greek commentators on 

Aristotle, men contemporary with Boethius, there is a good deal of Neoplatonism 

among the Arab commentators on Aristotle. This creates difficulties not only for a 

true understanding of the text of Aristotle but also with Christian orthodoxy.  
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{1} A general admission of indebtedness to the remarkable work of Ludwig Baur 

must be made here. Baur not only edited the text and wrote a brilliant analysis of it 

from the point of view of its sources but also traced the history of Einleitungslitteratur 

from antiquity to the Middle Ages. Written in 1903, these historical studies of Baur 

remain today indispensable for research into questions concerning introductions to 

philosophy, divisions of philosophy, the Platonic and Aristotelian currents in 

Scholasticism, and so on. Exact reference to Baur is in the Bibliographical Note at the 

end of this chapter. {2} On page 32 of the text Gundissalinus gives the division of 



mathematics to be found in Cassiodorus: mathematics is concerned either with 

magnitude or multitude. Magnitudes are either immobile and the concern of 

geometry, or mobile and the concern of astrology; multitude is either considered in 

itself, as by arithmetic, or with reference to something else, as in music.  

 


