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This book is dedicated

to the memory and work of

Etienne Gilson (13 June 1884–1978 September 19)

who first drew my attention to the fact

that history is to philosophy what the laboratory is to science:

for just as “no man can carry very far his own philosophical reflections

unless he first studies the history of philosophy” (Gilson 1937: vii),

so “the existence of thought now depends on what is to be hereafter;

so that it has only a potential existence,

dependent on the future thought of the community” (Peirce 1868: CP 5.316).



 

RE-DRAWING THE STANDARD PICTURE, AND WHY 

 
The current “standard picture” of medieval philosophy is set entirely against the back-
drop of ancient Greek thought, as where philosophy began (see diagram on p. xxii). 

Thus, “medieval thought” begins with Augustine of Hippo (AD354–430), for the 
reason that he was the first thinker of note to develop his thought quite ignorant of the 
Greek language. Whence not only does “medieval thought” begin with Augustine, but 
so also, in effect — anticipating only the death of Boethius (c.AD480–524/5) less than a 
century later as the last Latin author thoroughly cognizant of Greek — begins “the dark 
ages”, the period when neither Plato nor Aristotle as the main thinkers of ancient Greece 
have a significant say in the post-Augustinian Latin development. 

In the 12th century the work of Aristotle is translated into Latin, and this begins 
“the high middle ages”, the period when universities are introduced using Aristotle’s 
writings as the basic curriculum upon which professors will comment — the development 
of the tradition known as Scholasticism. The “high middle ages” more or less end with 
the work of William of Ockham (c.1285–1349); for soon thereafter Marsilio Ficino 
(1433–1499) by 1484 will have translated into Latin, finally, the complete works of Plato. 
The mainstream emphasis of Latin thought thereby shifts in the Renaissance from Scho-
lasticism to Humanism, roughly from 1400 to 1650. By this time Descartes will have in-
troduced the turn from preoccupation with Greek thought to a “new way” of doing 
philosophy starting from ideas traced from experience as internal to the mind: the “Way 
of Ideas”, which had the unavoidable consequent of the realm of “things in themselves” 
coming to be deemed unknowable. 

The continued interest in Aristotelian commentary in the universities of Spain and 
Portugal, in particular, came to be known as a “Second Scholasticism”; but the main de-
velopment of philosophy in the currently “standard picture” after the “high middle ages” 
took place under the rubric of Renaissance Humanism, with the continued “Second 
Scholasticism” being but a side-story, quite eclipsed by the Renaissance development and 
subsequently by the “transition to modernity” along the new “Way of Ideas”. 

Missing from this currently prevailing standard picture is the realization that by fash-
ioning a general notion of sign as transcending the contrast between nature and culture 
Augustine had introduced a starting point for a new philosophical development that was 
quite unconsidered in ancient Greek philosophy, which had thought of signs as belonging 
principally and first of all to nature in its contrast with culture. This “new starting point” 
introduced by Augustine sets the whole Latin development apart from Greek thought 
as a new era in its own right, an era that must properly be judged on its own terms.  

By making the action of signs philosophy’s central focus, Augustine introduces a new 
development whose arc traverses the whole period of Latin philosophizing right down to 
the modern turn along the way of ideas. He does so in a way that reveals the falsity of 
the Kantian synthesis, according to which the unknowability of things as they are realities 
independent of human thought becomes the central, defining theme of modernity in 
philosophy. For the “Way of Signs” turns out to reveal not only the knowability in prin-
ciple of all being, but as well the rationale according to which socially constructed reality 
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becomes as central to animal experience, including that of human animals, as is the reality 
of nature itself. 

Thus, the development most proper to and distinctive of the Latin Age as a whole, 
while it includes everything included in the “standard picture”, does so in a way that an-
ticipates the end of modernity introduced in the work of Charles Sanders Peirce in his 
effective contrast of the “way of ideas”, as a dead-end, to the “way of signs” as a path that 
leads everywhere in nature. Thereby restored to science in the modern sense is continuity 
with science in the fundamental Latin sense of a critical control of objectification that 
the use of instruments and experiments presupposes in order to have validity in its own 
right.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 ❑ MEDIEVAL PHILOSOPHY REDEFINEDvii





ix

First Word to the reader

The 17th century crash and burn of Scholasticism — the tradition of commentary on Ar-
istotle (in philosophy) and Lombard (along with the Bible in theology) begun in the late 
1100s — resulted from accumulated abuses on the part of authorities civil and religious, 
abuses in which the scholastic “establishment” within the universities was all-too-often 
complicit. What discredited the Scholastics in the end was the actual demonstration by 
men we now call “scientists” of basic truths about the universe that scholastics denied — 
while encouraging church and state officials to take actions of repression and thought-
control. Not until 1757 did the Roman Church lift its prohibition from 1616 of books 
dealing with Copernicus’ view that the earth was not the center of the physical universe, 
and not until 1835 did an edition of the Index of Forbidden Books appear which no 
longer listed as prohibited the works of Copernicus, Galileo, and Kepler!

However understandable, the turning away from scholasticism in philosophy turned 
out to be a matter of throwing out the baby with the bathwater; for thinkers of the time 
were so taken with the experimental and mathematical techniques that had shown the 
earth to move and the stars to be other suns that they came to believe that the whole 
edifice of human knowledge, without remainder, could be rebuilt on the basis of sci-
ence in this modern, empirical and mathematical sense. The ascendancy of this belief 
defined the historical epoch that has come to be called the Enlightenment, the belief 
that philosophers might ask questions, but only scientists could actually give answers. If 
you think that this Enlightenment attitude is a thing of the past, you are mistaken.1 Yet 
increasingly has it come to be recognized that if the whole of the knowledge we acquire 
before becoming scientists has no independent validity, then science itself would have 
no validity.

The first major thinker seriously to recognize this situation, or at least most com-
pletely to do so, was Charles Sanders Peirce. Borrowing a terminology coined by Jer-
emy Bentham,2 Peirce pointed to the difference between critical knowledge based on 
common experience or “cenoscopy”, presupposed to the validity of the specialized foci 
of modern experimental and mathematical science, in contrast with the knowledge that 
only experimentation and mathematization of results can produce, or “ideoscopy”,3 
which is science in the modern sense. Until now, philosophers generally, in despera-
tion, have tried appealing to “common sense” as the basis upon which philosophy has 
a legitimacy of its own prior to and independent of science. But so discredited has the 
notion of “common sense” become in intellectual culture that appeal to it has little 

1 Read, most recently, Gottlieb 2001.
2 Bentham 1816.
3 My deliberate deviation from Bentham’s original spelling as “idioscopy”. See Deely 2008: 3–4.
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chance of persuading a wide audience. What is needed, rather, is the recognition that, 
while both science and “common sense” depend upon “the total everyday experience of 
many generations of multitudinous populations”, yet “such experience is worthless for 
distinctively scientific purposes”.4

The “distinctively scientific purposes” includes, however, both exploration of human 
experience that requires experimentation to advance knowledge and the more general 
“scientific purpose” to evaluate and expose in critically controlled terms that overall 
framework of knowledge within and on the basis of which scientific research comes to 
be conducted in the first place. Articulation of the presupposed overall framework of 
knowledge and of independent results attainable within it too requires “science” (as crit-
ically controlled objectification), but not ideoscopic science: here is the domain proper 
to philosophy, cenoscopic science. It has a legitimacy of its own, and this is what the early 
moderns lost sight of in their enthusiasm for the then-firmly-established-possibilities of 
ideoscopy. Moreover, the most basic of the cenoscopic lines of investigation proves to be 
precisely inquiry into the action of signs, “semiosis”, because it turns out that cenoscopy 
and ideoscopy alike depend on this action throughout for whatever knowledge they suc-
ceed to establish.

Now it so happens that the first realization of semiosis as underlying the whole of 
animal experience and human knowledge — that it is the action of signs which makes ex-
perience and knowledge so much as possible in any form — was the distinctive achieve-
ment of the Latin Age. That is not the whole story of medieval thought, but it is the un-
told part of the story, the part without which (as all the modern “histories of philosophy” 
taken together illustrate) medieval philosophy cannot be seen in its distinctive unity 
overall, extending from the break with ancient Greek philosophy around Augustine’s 
time to the modern break with Latin philosophy in the lifetime of Galileo, Poinsot, and 
Descartes. The articulation and exposition of this cenoscopic foundation of all science, 
termed today “semiotics”, the Latins termed simply doctrina signorum.

Philosophy, then, as cenoscopic science, not only precedes ideoscopic science and 
provides its framework. Philosophy also, rightly understood, shows the inevitability of 
ideoscopic development in order for human thought to reach maturation — just what 
the authorities, Church and Civil, in the closing Latin centuries, failed to understand. 
Exactly as Hannam says5 in the subtitle of his book: “the medieval world laid the founda-
tions of modern science”; but the Latins achieved this feat, as it were, indirectly, mainly 
as a consequence or by-product of their exploring the dimensions and depths of ceno-
scopic knowledge out of which ideoscopic inquiries inevitably arise.

Latin focus on the doctrine of signs achieved clarity only late, and precisely in the 
closing scholastic centuries of the age glossed over or omitted entirely in the standard “his-
tory of medieval philosophy”; yet it is far from the whole or only story of medieval 
thought that this book aims to tell. Just as important are the broader results scientific 
in a cenoscopic sense that the Latins are able to achieve in exploring those dimensions 
of experience which cannot be reduced to experimental results available to sense-per-
ception, as is required in ideoscopy. To restore in new light the remarkable preceding 
achievements of medieval philosophy in thinking through those larger dimensions of 
human experience which go beyond sensible instantiations is just as integral to the story 
of medieval philosophy as is semiotic as the doctrine of signs. So the doctrine of signs 

4 Peirce c.1905a: CP 5.522.
5 Hannam 2009.
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(or semiotics, as we now say) is only part of the “medieval story” that this book aims to 
tell; but it is that part which provides an “Ariadne’s thread” through the larger maze of 
medieval noetic development, the thread without which the whole does not appear.6

This book, then, is a work equally of philosophy and of history. The two are not 
perfectly separable; for while it is possible to do history without doing philosophy, the 
converse is not equally true, as the Analytic tradition of late modern thought is just be-
ginning to learn. Ideoscopic science requires laboratories to explore the consequences of 
its theories. Just so does cenoscopic science require historical awareness. The philoso-
pher ignorant of the history of philosophy is crippled in ways that we have only to read 
Wittgenstein to realize — provided that we have ourselves come to that reading with an 
historical consciousness including Aristotle’s work (which Wittgenstein made it a point 
of pride not to read). (Plato provided the best prenotes to Aristotle; but in the history of 
philosophy after Aristotle, Plato himself becomes a footnote.7)

So this book aims to redress the imbalance in human intellectual community that 
the “Enlightenment mentality” understandably introduced, and to do so mainly by re-
storing, while for the first time telling in the light of semiotics, something like the full 
story of Latin Age scholasticism, when cenoscopy achieved some of its highest peaks at 
the same time that it made the modern development of ideoscopic science inevitable in 
its own right — over the dead bodies of the “authorities” presuming to speak for God.

6 See “The Analogy of ‘Ariadne’s Thread’,” pp. 7–8 below.
7 Compare, in note 1 of Chapter 7, the celebrated Rorschach text from Whitehead which inverts 

the historical development.
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xxiii

Qaumavzein:
openinG the Way oF thinGs

“To wonder is the feeling of a philosopher, and 
philosophy begins there.” — Plato c.391bc

“It was their wonder that first led men to philosophize 
and still leads them.” — Aristotle c.348bc

“Those who are eager to learn because they wonder at things 
are lovers of wisdom.” — Alexander of Aphrodisias (fl.c.180–220ad)

All, or nearly all, animals wonder. But only human animals wonder about things in their 
otherness from ourselves —  about things seen as something in their own right irrespec-
tive of their relations to us in everyday existence; about things having a being as some-
thing prior to and independent of our interests.

There is a simple reason for this, and it marks the difference between what the me-
dievals (borrowing from a Greek development shortly after Aristotle) called “brute ani-
mals” in contrast to “rational animals”: only human animals have an awareness of things 
as things in the first place, an awareness that requires the subordination of generically 
animal phantasiari to species-specific intelligere of human animals.

The wonder of animals is simple curiosity, the drive to know new objects and aspects 
of objects in relation to what pleases (+), disinterests (0), or (−) endangers them. It is a 
complex phenomenon, this inquisitive behavior of animals, and it develops a complex web 
of objects in terms of what is desirable (+), what best to avoid (−), and what safe to ignore 
(0) — a process that is ongoing throughout most if not all of every animal’s life. And it
holds true of all animals, “brute” as well as “human”: they live in a world of objects, based
on sensation but organized in perceptions through concept-formation, that is to say, on
the basis of mental representations (but always other-representations, as we will see, in
contrast to the self-representations in which objects consist, whether or not they are at the
same time wholly or partly things) terminating at what is sensed, but now as further struc-
tured evaluatively into objects cathected according to  (+)/(−)/(0). Not true of all animals
but only of human animals is the yet further conception of these cathected — affectively
evaluated — objects as things. Only intellectual concepts, the mental other-representations
of intelligere in contrast to the other-representations of phantasiari, can present the world
of objects as a world of things; and these concepts do that without regard for the fact that
the objects in question are not simply things in the sense of mind-independent beings.

For objects in sense-perception (i.e., the environmental aspects of which the animal 
becomes aware through sensation as fashioned through perception into objects positively,  
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negatively, or indifferently evaluated), involve not only related things of the physical 
surroundings as acting upon the animal body to produce sensations, but also the further 
structuring of those sensations into the perceptions required for the animal to orientate 
itself within the surroundings. And precisely that further structuring introduces into the 
relations among sensed environmental aspects an interweave of relations based on the 
conceptions of phantasiari, relations which would have no being at all apart from phan-
tasiari — in a word, mind-dependent relations interwoven with the mind-independent 
relations of sentire to produce that fabric we call experience, as including animal society 
insofar as we participate in it as presupposed to the possibility of that species-specifically 
human sphere of culture, which requires relations of intelligere as well as phantasiari 
and sentire. Even what appear to human animals as “things” are first of all objects, and, 
as such, already an interweave or mixture of mind-dependent and mind-independent 
relations which the human animal has yet to distinguish and will often confuse, as in 
the famous witch-trials, for example, of 1692–1693 Salem, or in the “authoritative” 
judgments from the trial of Galileo in 1633, etc. Things may not always, or even often, 
be what they seem; but the recognition that there are things, whatever they may be, 
which are what they are independently of our cathexis, is a distinctive — i.e., a species-
specifically human — recognition.

It is a curious inversion: other animals begin and end in seeing only a world of 
objects “ready-to-hand”, whereas human animals, while beginning where all animals 
begin, tend early to see mainly a world of things “present-at-hand”, but with this fur-
ther difference: whereas the other animals have no means to discover either the status 
of objects as objects or the difference between objects and things, human animals do 
have the means to discover that things are in fact derivative from a world that, as far as 
experience goes, is initially objective; and to discover further that the objective world in 
turn is derivative from the intervention of semiosis — the action of signs — within the 
causal interactions (“brute Secondness”, as Peirce will later say) among existing things. 
Science and philosophy, indeed, civilization itself as a cultural artifact arising out of ini-
tially animal social interaction, depend upon this possibility of recognizing that things 
can be what they are regardless of our evaluation of them as +, −, 0.

Wonder about Things
Qaumavzein, to wonder in this sense of a curiosity species-specifically human, is thus 

at once rooted in and quite another matter, than the inquisitive behavior common or 
generic to animals. This anthroposemiotically enhanced curiosity is not visibly present 
in the earliest infancy, that is to say, not as actually observable. But it arises to a greater 
or lesser extent in every human animal fairly early, and so may be said to be in fact a 
part of the species-specifically human “genetic heritage”, in effect, to have arisen when 
human animals first appeared on the earth.

And when was that? The question has no precise answer yet. What is certain is that 
there was animal life before there were human animals, and that human animals may be 
as young as half a million, but not likely more than a million and a half, years old. The 
first parents need not, indeed could not, even have been themselves human; yet we can 
establish that the first animal that was human was human from conception,1 in short, 
that the “appearance of anthropos” was an “either/or” phenomenon, like pregnancy, 

1 See Deely 1966; reprinted in Cobley ed. 2009: 21–53.
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however gradual and diversified the subspecies or “races” of human animals may have 
developed over the centuries — the aeons — to follow, as this new species “increased 
and multiplied and filled the earth”, becoming by modern times the first global species 
among the higher animals.

Was the first individual with a human modeling system male or female? We have no 
way to know. But just as the parents of the first human individual could not have been 
themselves human animals, so the first individual human need not (perhaps could not) 
have mated with another human animal in that beginning. Yet eventually, in the animal 
social world which had begun to include individually human animals, did the humans 
begin to mate among themselves, to form their own “in-group” among the surrounding 
animal social structures, and the long process of human evolution had begun in earnest.

First, like all animals, of course, the human animals had to attend to the matters of 
survival, beginning with daily food and extending to reproduction. Scientific knowledge 
was far from the first concern of our earliest ancestors, despite their occasional, inevi-
table, “wondering”. They had rather to concern themselves first with food to eat. The 
corner grocery store was nowhere to be seen. Even the area farm was not yet so much 
as imagined. Their situation was no different from that of any other animal: find food 
or die. Early in the process a division of labor between the sexes inevitably arose, for the 
pregnant female, starting out with a disadvantage in physical strength from the first, had 
this disadvantage magnified many times with pregnancy, followed by the requirements 
of infant care should the pregnancy successfully come to term. So the males became the 
hunter-gatherers, the females guardians of hearth and home.2

Not for a long time would human understanding develop sufficiently to master 
enough of nature to allow for a social organization that could settle in place, rather than 
be constantly on the move in the search for nourishment. But once agriculture and so-
cial organization made cities possible, leisure also became a luxury for some at least (and 
at last!) among the human animals, and some among these “privileged” human animals 
began to indulge their species-specific sense of curiosity as Qaumavzein, “wonder about 
things”; and the path to scientia began to open before members of human society. Let 
us call it “the Way of Things” that this “privileged class” entered upon, for that was 
precisely the focus of their further inquiry: the source of the wonder.

The “Nature of Things”
Wonder about things took three directions early on.
The universe is simply the universe of material beings, nothing more, nothing less. 

That was one preliminary conclusion.
Another was that the reality of things is not at all to be found in the material uni-

verse as it appears to our senses, not at all; the reality of things lies in another realm en-
tirely, reachable by the human intellect, indeed, but by no other cognitive power. That 
was a second, more considered, conclusion.

A third conclusion was that reality of things includes what we can sense, that is to 
say, material being, but includes as well things that are not material and bodily at all.

And the three conclusions seem to have been reached basically in that order.

2 It would be a long time before this arrangement — unquestionably “an artificial state superinduced 
by society” — would become dispensable, by which time habit had so deeply embedded the pattern 
that, for example, Mill, writing as late as 1861,  could say that “the subjection of women to men being 
a universal custom, any departure from it quite naturally appears unnatural”.
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The second and third views entail the question of God as a being beyond the order 
of finite individuals, material or spiritual; the first view implies, to the contrary, atheism.  
And with regard to this question of God, no single question better illustrates the in-
dependence and priority of cenoscopy over ideoscopy, as we will below distinguish the 
notion of scientia, “science”. For, although many questions of cenoscopic origin admit of 
ideoscopic development, and depend on that development for correct resolution (as in 
the case of the “common opinion” before Copernicus that the sun revolves around the 
earth), there is no way at all in which the question of the existence of God admits of a dem-
onstratio ad sensus resolution, as did, for example (by contrast), the question of whether the 
atom can be split, after all, despite the intention of the term “atom” as a stipulated sign.

The first opinion concerning the overall nature of being as it exists independently 
of the mind but manifests itself in our experience took many forms. The most sophis-
ticated among them no doubt was the atomism of Democritus, which proposed that all 
we can see is composed of colonies or arrangements of atoms, tiny bodies which cannot 
individually be sensed or divided but which in various combinations comprise what we 
can sense. The combinations may and do change, but the combinants are eternal and 
unchanging bodily realities. Materialism in all its forms, thus, from ancient times to the 
advent of postmodernity, holds to the view that material reality is the whole of reality.

The second opinion too admits of much variety, but the predominant version by 
far was enunciated by Plato, and later in Greek thought was taken up by the so-called 
Neoplatonists, who, in their own view, were simply the continuators of Plato’s view. The 
things of sense are but shadows of the Forms that they manifest, forms that mathemat-
ics — geometry and arithmetic — captures and expresses. Pythagoras (c.570–c. 495bc), 
who seems to have coined the term “philosophy” to begin with,3 gave earliest expression 
to this view, although it was Plato who provided its most complete expression. Later 
medievalists would latch on to Plato’s suprasensible Ideas as the Divine Ideas, the “Cre-
ative Ideas”, in accordance with which God creates the universe of things. The second 
opinion thus engendered one of the most enduring and damaging images for the sub-
sequent history of philosophy, namely, the image of “species” in the biological sense as 
unchanging types eternally envisaged positively and definitively in the “mind of God”.

The third opinion found its predominant expression in the work of Plato’s errant 
pupil, Aristotle. Aristotle more than anyone else, including Plato, mapped and projected 
the “way of things” according to a route that would lead all the way from ancient Athens 
to the curriculum of the universities as founded in the Latin Age to Mission Control in 
Houston, where the first extraterrestrial ventures of human beings were orchestrated in 
the Apollo lunar program, reaching the moon in July of 1969 and several times thereafter. 
But as of 2010, human beings have never ventured further than that, except vicariously 
in the many vessels sent to Mars and beyond, but without human occupants of the ves-
sels. The stars, with their various planetary systems, as even the other planets of our own 
solar system, so far remain a distant goal of extraterrestrial travel for the human animal.

The “Middle Ages”
Aristotle thus is the pivotal figure, though far from the only figure in our story. Our 

story begins with the historically recorded first thinker to prove substantially ignorant of 

3 Of course the point can be challenged (e.g., Burnyeat 2007); but the term certainly did arise, and 
before the time of Plato and Aristotle!
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Greek, not only at birth (of course), but also up to his death on 28 August (by our calen-
dar) in the year 430ad, namely, Augustine of Hippo. This gentleman seems to have been 
the first great figure to begin to start to commence to suspect that to reach the under-
standing of things depends upon traversing a more fundamental path, the Way of Signs. 
It will prove a side-show, a development “at the margins”, so to say, within the larger 
“mediaeval” development (as the Latin Age is most commonly, if seriously incompletely, 
so-far known), and it will come a cropper in the 17th century of philosophy to the Way 
of Ideas. But this novelty of Augustine’s time, the proposal for a “Way of Signs”, will 
prove in the end to be not only the key to the possibility of knowing things but also the 
framework making possible in the first place the very development of scientific under-
standing in the modern sense, which will lead not only to Mission Control in Houston 
but also to the M. D. Anderson Cancer Center, and in general to that whole panoply 
of speculative and practical developments of understanding that we call “science in the 
modern sense”, in contrast to the solipsistic disaster that we call “modern philosophy” 
(manifesting its dying gasps in the late modern developments called “phenomenology”, 
on the one hand, and “analytic” or “linguistic” philosophy, on the other hand).

Postmodern Intellectual Culture
Postmodern intellectual culture is continuous with modern science, and it recon-

nects with main developments of the Latin Age (in turn dependent on the ancient Greek 
philosophy of Aristotle above all), particularly with the first full achievement of a se-
miotic consciousness among the Latins in thinkers after William of Ockham. These 
thinkers are, to put it mildly (and by way of understatement), neglected figures in the 
histories of philosophy that were standard over the whole of the 20th century — histories 
that dismiss the closing centuries of the Latin Age as, in Matson’s ignorant summation 
of the modern view,4 “a philosophical desert” where nothing of intellectual value is to 
be found.

With such continuity with modern science, and re-connection with Latin Age and 
ancient Greek philosophy, what justifies speaking of a postmodern intellectual culture? 
How is this not simply a question yet again, à la Garrigou-Lagrange, of “retrogressive 
homeward looking angelism”? The fact that in matters of philosophy the re-connection 
with the late Latin discovery of the utter dependence of achieving a knowledge of things 
upon the Way of Signs (the very path which the moderns in philosophy turned away 
from and barricaded the very entrance to5 in their taking of ideas — mental representa-
tions construed as self-representations — alone  as providing the direct objects tout court 
of human awareness) requires a break with modern philosophy at least as complete as was 
the break of modern philosophy with Latin scholasticism. In recovering an understand-

4 This is the statement made by Matson in the second volume of his prestigious 1987 work titled 
A New History of Philosophy, Vol. II, 253. But this “new history” is mistitled, for it tells anything but a 
new tale. It is classic late modern, and nothing else.

5 Peirce c.1907: CP 5.488: “I here owe my patient reader a confession. It is that when I said that 
those signs that have a logical interpretant are either general or closely connected with generals, this 
was not a scientific result, but only a strong impression due to a life-long study of the nature of signs. 
My excuse for not answering the question scientifically is that I am, as far as I know, a pioneer, or rather 
a backwoodsman, in the work of clearing and opening up what I call semiotic, that is, the doctrine of 
the essential nature and fundamental varieties of possible semiosis; and I find the field too vast, the 
labor too great, for a first-comer.”
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ing of the Way of Signs finally uncovered by the Latins, philosophy not only reconnects 
with ancient Greek and medieval Latin thought, it disconnects with modern philosophy.

At the end of the Latin Age, Poinsot pointed out6 that if we assume that sensation 
itself, as distinguished from sense perception, terminates in the production of mental 
representations directly known (self-representations), then there is no point of contact 
between what is in our mind and what is in the world outside our mind. At the beginning 
of the modern age in philosophy, Descartes expressly posited just that: ideas of sense and 
ideas of reason are mental representations directly known; he gave priority to ideas of 
reason. It was the beginning of so-called Rationalism.

Locke disagreed with Descartes only on the point of reason having priority over 
ideas of sense at the origin of human knowledge. It was the beginning of so-called  
Empiricism.

Both rationalists and empiricists agreed on the need to ignore the Latin develop-
ments and start philosophy anew down this Way of Ideas. Kant considered his work 
to be a synthesis of Rationalism and Empiricism, but he achieved his synthesis on the 
basis of accepting the underlying assumption concerning mental representations as be-
ing the direct objects of all human awareness (self-representations initially and above 
all). Whence he concluded that although we can be sure that there is a world outside of 
our minds, we can be equally sure that that world in its own or proper being is unknow-
able. As we will see, this means that the Latin distinction between being as dependent 
upon mind (what they rather misleadingly called ens rationis), and being as it exists 
independently of finite mind (what they called ens reale), is a distinction — according 
to the moderns — between the knowable (being as mind-dependent) and the unknow-
able (being as mind-independent). Only socially constructed reality is knowable: you 
can forget about nature. What modern science started out thinking it was coming to 
terms with through experiments and observations, modern philosophy ended up declar-
ing unknowable: it is a real-life example of Dr. Jekyll (modern science) and Mr. Hyde 
(modern philosophy).

But actually, if we consider the matter closely, we cannot escape the conclusion that 
it is not only the world of nature, to ojn for Aristotle and ens reale for the Latins, that is 
closed off to us. For if the mind works the way Kant postulates it to work, we are closed 
off even to one another. There is no such thing as communication, at least not within 
awareness. Material objects may crash into one another, thus assuring us, for example, 
that they exist even if what they are we cannot know. But beyond that, each of us stands 
inside the bubble of our own consciousness with no exit short of death (presuming of 
course that the human mind has no immortal element). The famous problema pontis, the 
problem of building a bridge from what is in our individual mind to what is outside of 
our mind (which of course includes the mind of other humans), on the terms of modern 
philosophy, proves insoluble. The problema indeed is that there is no pons possible! In 
Bertrand Russell’s famous summary,7 “we can witness or observe what goes on in our 
heads,” indeed, but “we cannot witness or observe anything else at all.”

That is where what the moderns came to call “epistemology” leads.8 Of course the 
conclusion — solipsism, the isolation of every self within itself — is unacceptable to 

6 Poinsot 1632a: Book III, Question 2, 310/37–312/6.
7 B. Russell 1959: 26, second italic added.
8 The division of philosophical study into “epistemology” as the study of knowledge and 

“ontology” as the study of being seems harmless enough, a merely descriptive distinction of areas of 
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“common sense” and incompatible with common life in the everyday. But since when 
was philosophy deterred by mere practical consequences? (Since Peirce introduced his 
distinctive doctrine of pragmaticism, that’s when, declaring9 the Kantian doctrine of ens 
reale as “unknowable” to be at best “meaningless surplussage” and at worst “nonsense”). 
But this notion — unlike its usually counterfeit counterpart “pragmatism” — itself al-
ready depends upon Peirce’s re-discovery, or re-opening, of the late Latin establishment 
that the knowledge of things depends upon the Way of Signs, as we will later see, and 
so this notion already belongs to the postmodern era of philosophy within intellectual 
culture, and not to the modern era.

You can read the treatment of knowledge by Descartes as the father of Rationalism, 
or by Joseph Owens in trying to restore a Thomistic version of scholastic realism; but 
behind the evident terminological diversity you will find underlying not a dime’s worth 
of difference among any of the modern treatments of epistemology. Absent a placing 
of the understanding of the singularity of relation front and center in the treatment of 
knowledge, there is no way out of the modern dilemma, as our redefinition of medieval 
philosophy will show; for only the singularity of relation as circumstantially transcend-
ing the difference between ens reale and ens rationis, and thus also transcending in the 
contrast of a relation’s fundament to the relation’s terminus the distinction between in-
ner and outer, do we find the basis for the prior possibility of the action of signs enabling 
all knowledge, brute or “rational”, thus including the human awareness of things at once 
in their difference in principle and partial coincidence in fact with objects.

The Establishment of Cenoscopic Knowledge 
Preparatory to the Emergence of Science as Ideoscopic

The discussion of relation will be the key to our redefinition of medieval phi-
losophy, but is of course far from the whole of our discussion of the Latin Age. The 
Latins excelled in their clarification of the very notion of God, or of an infinite spiri-
tual being contrasted with the dependent realm of finite material beings. Thanks to 
Albert the Great and his star pupil Thomas Aquinas, the Latin Age greatly advanced 
the Aristotelian understanding of the world of finite, changing beings, by making 
even more unmistakable than in the writings of Aristotle the intelligible components 
of change — what the Latins called, after Aristotle, “matter”, “form”, and “privation” 
— necessary to explain the phenomena of change as manifest to sense-perception. The 

study. But the modern “epistemology”, coined perhaps in Ferrier 1854, turns out to be a study which 
shows, explicitly in Kant but implicitly already in Descartes and Locke with the reduction of objectivity 
to mental self-representations, that in fact human knowledge cannot go beyond itself to grasp being 
in its own subjective and intersubjective structures — “as though”, Maritain remarks of this modern 
implication (1959: 66), “a philosophy of being could not also be a philosophy of mind”.

In fact, as we will see with Aquinas and others, animal awareness in sensation does not begin with 
mental imagery, but originates rather in relations (the relations of proper to common sensibles, in 
fact) that do not neatly fit the contrast between mind-independent and mind-dependent being, but 
descriptively and analytically antecede that division in providing the common root of objectivity as it 
will subsequently branch within perception into entangled mind-dependent and mind-independent 
aspects.

For this reason, I prefer Maritain’s description of the study of knowledge as “noetic” rather than 
“epistemology”, in order to escape from the start the implicit consequent in the modern coinage of 
“epistemology” as a technical term within philosophy. Cf. Deely 2010b.

9 CP 5.525 and 8.43, respectively.
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Latins — at least by the end of their era — well understood in advance (as we saw 
in Poinsot’s text concerning the absence of mental representation at the analytic level  
distinguishing sensation from perception) Berkeley’s point,10 that we can legitimately 
speak of properties of mind-independent things only if we have within our awareness 
overall some direct access to those very things.

The medieval Latins spoke simply of scientia, “science”, as we would say. But they 
had at their disposal nothing like what we call “science” today. And the science of today, 
which dominates our civilization and universities, although it began in earnest in the 
overlapping lifetimes of Galileo, Poinsot, and Descartes, taken by the Enlightenment to 
be a whole “new beginning” to the story of human knowledge, took some centuries to 
find its “institutional place” in academia.

How are we to understand the medieval notion of “science” in relation to the mod-
ern notion of “science”? Well, to begin with, we are finally in a position to say right off 
that the Enlightenment notion that modern science simply displaces and replaces me-
dieval science cannot possibly be the case. For science in the modern sense in fact pre-
supposes the development of “science” in the ancient and medieval sense, in just the way 
that adult knowledge depends upon and develops out of the knowledge and experience 
of teenagers and, for that matter, of infants! If there were no validity to the knowledge 
that human beings begin to acquire in their earliest years, prior to and independent of 
any use of instruments extending the senses and mathematics systematizing the results 
of experiments and observations, then scientific knowledge itself as later acquired could 
have no validity, for no chain can be stronger than its weakest link.

Aristotle, for example, was not the first to see that change requires, in order to 
be intelligible, an underlying subject that endures the change. But he was the first to 
see that this implies a real principle in things that cannot be reduced to something 
sensible, that is to say, a component of material being that can be understood but 
cannot be isolated as a sensible component — namely, the potentiality in every mate-
rial body to become an entirely different body, what he called “primary matter” in 
contrast to sensible matter. The beginning and end of any material individual Aris-
totle called, respectively, generation and corruption. The instant of generation and 
the instant of corruption have one underlying constant, intelligible but not sensible: 
primary matter as the subject of change. This change he called “substantial”. In the 
human case (or the case of any higher animal) it would be tantamount to the moment 
of conception at the beginning and the moment of death at the termination. But this 
underlying “primary” matter cannot exist by itself, only as a potentiality subjecting 
the form making a given body be of a given species or “type” to eventual displacement 
by another form establishing the matter to belong to yet another species or “type”. 
The body of the zebra, sensible, becomes in part the body of a lion, also sensible, 
upon the lion’s eating and digesting the zebra. But both bodies share one intelligible 
feature in common: they can be displaced by another type of body at the moment 

10 Berkeley 1710: The Principles of Human Knowledge, Part 1, Sect. 4: “It is indeed an opinion 
strangely prevailing amongst men, that houses, mountains, rivers, and in a word sensible objects have 
an existence natural or real, distinct from their being perceived by the understanding. But with how 
great an assurance and acquiescence soever this principle may be entertained in the world; yet whoever 
shall find in his heart to call it in question, may, if I mistake not, perceive it to involve a manifest 
contradiction. For what are the forementioned objects but the things we perceive by sense, and what 
do we perceive besides our own ideas or sensations; and is it not plainly repugnant that any one of these 
or any combination of them should exist unperceived?”
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of corruption, even as they themselves displaced some other body or bodies at their 
moment of generation.

Peirce, borrowing from Bentham, would call this type of knowledge “cenoscopic 
science”, i.e., systematic or thematized knowledge established by “studies which do not 
depend upon new special observations”,11 analysis “which deals with positive truth, in-
deed, yet contents itself with observations such as come within the range of every man’s 
normal experience, and for the most part in every waking hour of his life.”12 And Peirce 
would contrast all such knowledge with science in the modern sense, which he termed 
contrastively “idioscopic science”, or, as I prefer to spell it, “ideoscopic science”,13 “that 
is, the special sciences, depending upon special observation, which travel or other ex-
ploration, or some assistance to the senses, either instrumental or given by training, 
together with unusual diligence, has put within the power of its students.”14

Contrast in physics Aristotle’s cenoscopic analysis to an ideoscopic analysis. Aristo-
tle revealed analytically that the ultimate substrate of change in material substances is a 
sort of potentiality (“prime matter”) that is intelligible but only as present in every mate-
rial unit as a whole, that is in no way directly manifestable to sense perception or isolable 
in only this or that part of a material entity such that it can be removed. Compare that 
analysis with the sort of analyses required to discover that heavy and light bodies alike 
fall at the same rate, or that pressure applied to an enclosed fluid is transmitted equally 
in all directions at once. These latter analyses well illustrate the notion of ideoscopic 
science, in contrast to the cenoscopy of Aristotelian physics.

But here, in three paragraphs, is the main point.
(1) Every human being is an animal, endowed from birth with sensory powers from

which begin its acquisition of experience and knowledge. The summit of animal knowl-
edge or “awareness”, in medieval terms, is phantasiari (roughly, in current English, “per-
ception”). Phantasiari is the combined workings of memory, imagination, and estima-
tion, resulting in concepts interpretive of the animal’s surroundings collectively termed, 
in Latin Age thinking, “phantasms”. But these interpretive concepts in turn depend upon 
the prior, selective but not interpretive, awareness of the animal’s physical surroundings 

11 CP 8.342.
12 Peirce 1902: CP 1.241: “These observations escape the untrained eye precisely because they 

permeate our whole lives, just as a man who never takes off his blue spectacles soon ceases to see the 
blue tinge. Evidently, therefore, no microscope or sensitive film would be of the least use in this class. 
The observation is observation in a peculiar, yet perfectly legitimate, sense. If philosophy glances 
now and then at the results of special sciences, it is only as a sort of condiment to excite its own 
proper observation.”

13 In his Collected Papers, the main occurrence of this spelling “ideoscopy” (1904: CP 8.328), that 
I stipulate for use in preference to but as a synonym for “idioscopy”, Peirce himself defines as a sub-
species of cenoscopy (compare CP 8.328 with 8.199); so it is quite important to note the stipulation 
according to which my usage simply substitutes the “e” for the “i” version of Peirce’s term for the 
special sciences — “science” in the modern sense, in contrast to the ancient Greek and medieval Latin 
sense of the term scientia. I will also take advantage of the medieval Latin synonymy of scientia with 
doctrina to speak of “the doctrine of signs” as a definitively cenoscopic science which the Latins by 
the end succeeded to show, especially in the landmark Tractatus of Poinsot in 1632a, that semiotics 
is “one undivided science” (Peirce 1908: CP 8.342) and, indeed, the most basic of all the cenoscopic 
sciences providing a framework for the inevitable maturation of ideoscopic science at the beginning of 
philosophy’s “modern” period.

14 Peirce c.1902: CP 1.242.
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provided by sensation (sentire). Sensation is the action of surrounding bodies upon the 
animal’s body insofar as that action results in an awareness of the acting bodies. A mental 
representation neither produces nor is produced by sensation; rather sensation provides 
the occasion for the first formation of mental representations, but at the higher level 
of phantasiari. And what these “mental representations” represent is not themselves as 
objects but the “sensory data” as something to be construed and constructed into objects 
organized as +, -, 0. The mental representations or concepts, in other words, are not self-
representations but other-representations. Objects are self-representations, but as objects 
are always the terminus of suprasubjective relations which are founded or based on — 
which provenate15 from — the concepts as subjective qualities functioning to represent 
what is other than themselves, working together collectively to represent that other as 
favorable, unfavorable, or ignorable. If the senses were not in contact with the physical 
surroundings in their character as ens reale or mind-independent, the interpretation of 
what is sensed could hardly serve the animal’s needs for survival, let alone “thrival”.

(2) Thus, the heart of “realism”, so far as knowledge is concerned, precedes species-
specifically human knowledge or concepts, as also animal concepts or “phantasms”, and 
lies wholly in the matter of sensation, sentire. Concepts may or may not represent an 
other accurately, even when the other in question has a subjective existence as ens reale 
in its own right, which is not always the case in objectivity even though it is always the 
case in sentire. Sensation prescissively considered cannot occur at all save under here-
and-now specifying stimuli from the physical surroundings. And the concepts making 
up the phantasm represent not things as such but the physical surroundings structured 
into objectivities interpreted relative to the bodily nature of the animal interpreting. 
These cathected objects, being based on sensation, necessarily include something of 
things as ens reale, but as construed and cathected they also include (in constituting that 
web of relations we call “experience”) many relations which have no existence indepen-
dently of the perception — what the Latins came to call “mind-dependent objectivities” 
or entia rationis. Yet that ens reale/ens rationis distinction is of no interest to the animal 
at the level of phantasiari, nor does phantasiari have any way of thematizing the differ-
ence anyway; because not even the physical relations in the experiential web sustaining 
the objective world of self-representations are, or can be made to be, direct elements of 
sensation. “Sentire” presents things in their related aspects, but the relations themselves 
are present to sense only indirectly, in their manner of obtaining among the directly 
sensed aspects of the physical surroundings: thus phantasiari will become directly aware 
of objects related, but only indirectly aware of the relations themselves. So phantasiari, 
in forming its concepts, forms concepts of the physical surroundings as directly sensed, 
and thus in turn incorporates relations — both relations from the order of ens reale and 
relations from the order of ens rationis — into its conceptualized results, but only indi-
rectly rather than as objectivities directly considered.

(3) What distinguishes intelligere from phantasiari, then, is neither concept-forma-
tion nor independence of sentire, but rather the ability to conceive of relations in their 
difference from related objects or things. In fact, the conceiving of the objective world 
of animal phantasiari under the relation of self-identity alone opens a way beyond the 
dependence upon cathexis that characterizes phantasiari in its organization and clas-
sification of objects by presenting this world of objects as a world of things involving an 

15 From the Latin infinitive ‘provenire’, to come or issue forth, appear, arise, be produced: see the 
formal definition in Deely 2010: xiii.
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existence independent of — not to say largely indifferent to — the cathexes of the human 
or any other animal. Thomas Aquinas will call this species-specifically human awareness, 
which is added to (or, rather, arises within) the objective world of phantasiari, by the 
name ens ut primum cognitum, one of the most fundamental but, so far in the history of 
post-medieval thought, among the least understood and most neglected of his basic con-
cepts. Because the human animal sees the world of objects as a world of things, the “brute 
Secondness” of the interactions among those things soon enough forces upon the human 
animal what Aquinas considers to be the very first of intellectual distinctions, namely, the 
realization that not all aspects of things belong to the order of ens reale, the realization 
that objects of awareness given in experience involve a mixture of ens reale and ens rationis 
together, undistinguished in phantasiari and hence conflated in the original awareness of 
ens primum cognitum. This is the original opening to things within animal awareness, to ens 
reale in its objective contrast with ens rationis;16 and it is an opening through which only 
human animals enter into the investigation of the world, the surrounding physical uni-
verse. Without this opening, neither linguistic communication in contrast to zoösemiosis 
(the generically animal use of signs), civilization in contrast to animal society, nor won-
der in contrast to curiosity could arise. Here is the beginning of science, mainly at first, of 
necessity, cenoscopic in character, but incipiently ideoscopic in principle.

Why Study Medieval Philosophy?
To understand the maturation of cenoscopic knowledge (or “science”) as begun in 

ancient Greek philosophy, then, is what requires a redefining of “medieval philosophy”, 
the Latin Age, for further study. We have already noted above the profound difference 
between what can be investigated in details that admit of conclusions demonstrable to 
sense — the heart of ideoscopy — and what can be investigated by intellectual concep-
tual analysis, without ever becoming reducible to the demonstratio ad sensus upon which 
ideoscopy finally depends throughout. Of our two illustrations, above, of this difference, 
one was the most extreme illustration: the question of the existence and nature of God as 
somehow infinite in contrast to material beings as finite within the universe as a whole.

But this extreme illustration is only, so to say, the tip of the iceberg, inasmuch as 
“every department of ideoscopy builds upon philosophy”,17 where “philosophy” has the 
precise meaning of cenoscopic analysis. Peirce makes the point thus:18

As for allaying doubts concerning the first principles of logic and philosophy by means 
of scientific experiments, he [the “pragmaticist”] does not attempt that for two reasons, 
one a fine little reason ... is sufficient. It is [to wit] that any such idioscopic inquiry must 
proceed upon the virtual assumption of sundry logical and metaphysical beliefs; and it 
is rational to settle the validity of those before undertaking an operation that supposes 
their truth ... and so the whole inquiry will be concluded before the first outward experi-
ment is made. But this preliminary inquiry is long and arduous.

16 Often Aquinas, as later Poinsot, will characterize this contrast between ens reale and ens rationis 
as the contrast between “being” (ens reale) and “nonbeing” (ens rationis). And this way of drawing the 
being/nonbeing contrast has contributed greatly to the misunderstanding and consequent neglect of 
ens primum cognitum as inclusive of both “being” and “nonbeing” and not at all reducible to ens reale 
even though, in sentire, only ens reale is initially involved in the awakening of animal awareness.

17 Peirce c.1902: 1.278, but with ideoscopy spelled with “i”.
18 Peirce c.1905: 5.521.
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That “long and arduous preliminary inquiry” is, in the main, the story of medieval 
philosophy as redefined in the pages to follow. Human beings are born as animals, de-
pendent upon sense; but as the individuals within the species — and the species itself as 
a biological whole — matures, the sense of wonder about the nature of “reality” inevita-
bly asserts itself in various attempts critically to analyze and thematize or “warrant” our 
opinions about the world that surrounds us. If the senses had not already established our 
contact with reality, we could not have survived as animals; and if the understanding had 
not gone beyond the boundaries of perception, we could not have begun our inquiries 
into “the nature of things”.

So the beginnings of such enquiries into “the nature of things” are perforce ceno-
scopic, and ideoscopy could have no validity if cenoscopy did not have a prior valid-
ity. When W. T. Jones completed his 1952 classic A History of Western Philosophy, he 
confessed still to remain at something of a loss when it came to justifying the study of 
philosophy, even though he was himself convinced of its value — if only for establish-
ing “the only definite conclusion”, namely, “that no conclusions are definite.”19 Later,20 
when he expanded this same work and published it in a series of separate volumes, he 
identified the “sacramental outlook” of the middle ages as the “principal element” of 
thought in the Latin period, commenting that “it can hardly be denied that this sacra-
mental point of view was a block to progress — progress in knowledge of how to control 
the environment and utilize it for this-worldly purposes.”

But in thinking thus, it must be said that Jones has missed the forest for the trees. 
For the “long and arduous inquiry” of science as cenoscopic inquiry, preliminary to the 
development of ideoscopic science — science in the modern sense — is precisely the 
main story of, and the reason to study, philosophy as it develops in the Latin Age. And 
just as Aristotle stands out as the most balanced discussant of the “opening to things” 
that distinguishes human understanding within the awareness generic or common to 
animals, so the influence of Aristotle — through first Albert the Great (a proponent of 
ideoscopy before its time) and then especially through Albert’s pupil Thomas Aquinas 
— prepares the cenoscopic framework out of which will emerge the inevitable develop-
ment of idioscopy, science in the modern sense, when modern philosophy will break 
with the Latin Age and go the Way of Ideas. This “way” led to the dead-end of solip-
sism, even as modern science moved beyond the framework of cenoscopy to establish 
the specialized sciences that give us our principal understanding of the physical universe 
and our place within it today.

The best reason, then, for studying medieval philosophy — philosophy in the Latin 
Age — is to see how far cenoscopy alone can take us in developing our experience of 
things into an understanding of things, as well as to see why cenoscopy inevitably so 
clarifies the framework of human understanding as to make it necessary that human 
animals turn to instruments and experiments in order to probe into aspects of reality 
quite beyond the reach of cenoscopy alone. Such probing proves quite essential to the 
flourishing and even survival of the human species within the terrestrial biosphere (and 
perhaps eventually beyond, as the conquest of space becomes a more substantial reality). 
For what began in ancient Greek philosophy (and especially in the work of Aristotle) as 
the initial transition from species-specifically human qaumavzein to the thematization of 
that curiosity about things in the form of scientific inquiry, reaches its greatest maturity 

19 Jones 1952: 995.
20 Jones 1969: xix.
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on the cenoscopic side precisely in the intellectual development of philosophy in the 
Latin Age. Science for Aristotle was already at once ideoscopic as well as cenoscopic, of 
course (that is a matter of principle); but the unaided condition of human observation 
of nature in ancient times made it necessary that the main development in Aristotle per-
force involved cenoscopic analyses and conclusions, even though no one took a greater 
interest than did Aristotle in what would become ideoscopically the natural and social 
sciences. And this cenoscopic analysis best outlined in the work of Aristotle is precisely 
what Aquinas devotes his main efforts both to develop in itself (hence his intense work 
toward the end of his life fully to develop his Commentaries on Aristotle) and to show 
as essential for sound religious practice and belief in assimilating philosophical under-
standing to the realm of faith. Religious belief cannot supplant science, but must turn to 
science even to arrive at a sound understanding of its own commitments!

In a word, it is the forest of cenoscopy as presupposed to ideoscopic developments, 
not the trees of sectarian beliefs, strifes, and conflicts, that is the main interest medieval 
philosophy holds today for us as we enter upon a determinately postmodern age. For the 
first time, the Way of Signs — which, as Peirce discovered, the Latins after Aquinas suc-
ceeded to establish as grounding the very possibility of knowing things at all, whether 
cenoscopically or ideoscopically — has become not only a matter of general interest 
but also the focus globally within philosophy for grasping the positive foundations for 
an intellectual culture which embraces with understanding the full scope of the semi-
otic revolution. This revolution provides at last the long overdue reality of a conscious 
perspective transcending the specializations required for idioscopic science while at the 
same time re-establishing as common a framework within which those scientific special-
ties are operative alongside all the other socially constructed realities of culture which 
participate in the transformation of animal society into civilizations — or, as Sebeok 
put it,21 in the development of “that minuscule segment of nature some anthropologists 
grandly compartmentalize as culture”.

Aquinas’ Use of Aristotle to Counter the Sectarianization of 
Philosophy in and after Augustine

As we noted above, the most comprehensive, in the sense of balanced, inquiry into 
the natures of things was established in the ancient world in the Greek language in the 
works of Aristotle. But the Latin Age began with the loss of contact with the main body of 
Greek thought, and the first great thinker to address the species-specifically human sense 
of curiosity as wonder in the sense of Qaumavzein (namely, Augustine of Hippo) knew 
as little of Aristotle as he knew of Greek. Augustine’s main interest in any event was not 
at all that range of common experiences which portend ideoscopy as necessary to their 
understanding but rather precisely that “high point” of cenoscopic possibility, the being 
of God in relation to the world and to human beings within it; and his orientation to the 
questions so focused was, as we would say today, specifically sectarian. His orientation is 
wholly summed up in the later “faith seeking understanding” formula (c.1077/1078) of 
Anselm of Canterbury: fides quaerens intellectum, anticipated in Augustine’s own words of 
commentary on Isaiah:22 “crede, ut intelligas” — “Believe in order to understand”.

21 Sebeok 1985: 2.
22 Augustine i.400–408?: Sermon 43, sects. 7 & 9, pp. 241–242, “On what is written in Isaiah: 

‘Unless you believe, you shall not understand’.”



xxxvi ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

Understand what? Surely not the nature of water, or the relation of the earth to 
the sun?

Well, as a matter of fact, there remain many from the middle ages and after (even 
in our own time) who think that the best way to understand anything is first to see what 
is said about it in what the inquirer considers to be the revealed word of God. (Thus, 
the judges of Galileo looked precisely to the bible in order to adjudicate the truth — or 
falsity — of Galileo’s claim in support of the work of Copernicus.)

Augustine aims to understand “the word of God”, claimed revelation, which re-
quires quite definitely a sectarian standpoint — Christianity, in Augustine’s case (neither 
Islam nor even Protestantism were alternatives at the time). Such an orientation points 
to dimensions of cenoscopy that cannot be developed ideoscopically, and in this fashion 
contributes greatly to the development of cenoscopy within the species; but such an 
orientation also lends itself to a dismissal or trivialization of those aspects of experience 
which call for, and indeed require for advance in understanding, the development rather 
of ideoscopic science, a consequence which led Jones to point out how the “sacramen-
tal outlook” of the middle ages “was a block to progress”. Jones’ point becomes all the 
clearer when we consider that Augustine’s sectarianizing attitude toward philosophy was 
pervasive throughout the Latin Age, and not only in the early part. In this regard, the 
work of Aquinas marks a turning point.

For Augustine and those who followed him closely, Christian faith was the absolute 
presupposition for understanding anything worth understanding. For them, philosophy 
was Christian philosophy, “Christian science”, nothing more, nothing less.

This was the view that Aquinas rejected. The whole difference between philosophy 
and theology, he saw, is precisely that philosophy does not presuppose the adoption of a 
sectarian stance. To the extent that philosophy is made so to depend, to that extent it 
ceases to be philosophy by becoming rather theology in the sense of a sacra doctrina: sec-
tarian-based cenoscopic analysis, in contrast to philosophy proper. Philosophy proper is 
experience-based cenoscopy, presupposed to the very possibility of any rational theol-
ogy as a development of human reasoning no less than philosophy (cenoscopy as pre-
supposed to the possibility of ideoscopy) is to the eventual development of ideoscopic 
science. For Aquinas, in short, as we would say today, regarding questions of religious 
belief, philosophy provides the basis for the possibility of ecumenical dialogue, to the 
extent that reason is to be allowed to play its proper role in relation to “what we believe”. 
“Aquinas is not simply adapting Aristotle to Christianity”,23 as is commonly presented in 
standard medieval histories; “but”, much rather, is he “shedding light on how Aristotle 
ought properly to be understood” in advancing the species-specifically human project of 
coming to understand “the nature of things”.

And Aquinas was quite emphatic on this point: religious faith adopts claims and 
views which go beyond what reason can demonstrate, yes, but since truth is one, legiti-
mate religious faith cannot go contrary to reason. If truth is one, it follows that any true 
belief presupposes what science, ideoscopic or cenoscopic, can prove to be true — “pre-
supposes”, not in the sense that all such truths are implied by religious belief, but in the 

23 Pasnau 2002: 225. Contrast Aquinas on this point with Descartes in launching “modernity” in 
philosophy (1628: 8): Though intuition and deduction “are the most certain routes to knowledge, and 
the mind should admit no others”, yet “this does not prevent us from believing matters that have been 
divinely revealed as being more certain than our surest knowledge, since belief in these things, as all 
faith in obscure matters, is an action not of our intelligence, but of our will.”
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sense that religious belief would be an empty vessel if there were no truths within the 
reach of reason independently of religious authority. Even the notion of sin for Aquinas 
is first of all a question of philosophical truth, for he tells us that God has so created 
the human being that it is not possible to offend God except by acting contrary to the 
human good!24

Thus, just as the task of philosophy (cenoscopic science) is to establish truths within 
and based upon common experiences, so the further and distinct task of theology is 
above all to demonstrate how these works of reason conduce to the acceptance of sound 
religious beliefs and practices precisely because and inasmuch as these beliefs and practices 
are in the line of what reason shows us as good, even though the religious beliefs lay claim 
to truths that lie beyond anything that reason can of itself directly demonstrate. Thus 
Thomas saw “sacra doctrina” as reason’s further attempt to integrate the system of Chris-
tian beliefs, to which he adhered, into the framework of human understanding as it takes 
its origin in sense and development through concepts interpretive of the surrounding 
world. That is why “theology for Aquinas is continuous with philosophy for us”;25 and 
that is why we can properly and directly speak of “Christian theology”,26 “Jewish theol-
ogy”, “Muslim theology”, etc. But only improperly and in a sociological sense can we 
speak of “Christian philosophy”, “Islamic philosophy”, etc.; for the sectarian orientation 
essential for theology is not essential for philosophy and can only accidentally exert its 
proper influence upon philosophical thinking.

Truth is one, whence religious faith incompatible with scientific truth is a false faith, 
just as a true faith is incompatible with bad philosophy; but good philosophy is at once 
an aid to true belief and necessary for that belief to achieve any intellectual maturity.27 
Theology without philosophy can only be doctrinaire, and only with philosophy can 
theology achieve a truly doctrinal status — that is, a status at once enhancing philo-
sophical truths and going beyond them, yes, but by no means or in any way supplanting 
those truths nor making the requirements of ideoscopic development as well trivial or 
nugatory (as the postmodern world is learning all too well in the matter of climate de-
stabilization as it bears on the future of human life on earth).

Preview in Summary
Many, indeed all, of these matters fleetingly covered above we will see unfold in 

detail over the course of philosophy’s development in the Latin Age. But we will also see 
that the crowning achievement of cenoscopy among the Latins is the discovery not only 
that things in the sense of ens reale are derivative from objects in the sense of the world 
presented to all animals through phantasiari (“objective world” or “Umwelt”, as it has 
come to be known28), but that the whole of human knowledge from its animal origins in 
sense to the highest achievements of understanding is dependent throughout upon the 

24 Aquinas i.1259–1264: Summa contra gentiles, III. 121: “Non videtur autem esse responsio 
sufficiens si quis dicat quod facit iniuriam Deo. Non enim Deus a nobis offenditur nisi ex eo quod 
contra nostrum bonum agimus.” See also i.1269–1270: Summa theologiae I–II. q. 71. art. 6 ad 5; etc.

25 Ibid. 22.
26 Not to mention “Lutheran theology”, “Calvinist theology”, “Anglican theology”, etc.
27 See for example Aquinas c.1257/8: Super Boetium De Trinitate, q. 2. art. 3c (in Busa 4, p. 525), 

cited below in Chapter 8, p. 181 at note 32.
28 For the medieval context in particular, see Deely 2004a.
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action of signs. This achievement belongs mainly to thinkers in the later Latin centuries 
that have throughout the 20th century been standardly omitted or mentioned only trivi-
ally in the treatments purporting to convey “medieval philosophy”.

That the knowledge of things depends upon a prior awareness of objects as more 
than ens reale was widely known, if not widely appreciated, among the Latins. But that 
objects in turn depend from the first and throughout upon signs was neither widely 
known nor at all appreciated. Realization of this dependency came to light only “slow by 
slow”, beginning in the lifetime of Aquinas (with the realization that Augustine’s general 
definition of sign was too narrow to account for the way in which psychological states 
function as “other-representations” in presenting to the animal what is over and above 
its subjectivity), indeed. But the further realization that what we call signs are signs only 
when and insofar as they occupy the determinate foreground position of representing 
what are other to the animal — only when and insofar as they occupy that foreground 
position within or “under” a triadic relation suprasubjective as relation: so that the signs, 
strictly speaking, consist in the triadic relation itself rather than the foreground element 
“in” or “of” that relations: this realization, establishing the Way of Signs as presupposed 
for any knowledge whatever of “things”, came to be established among the Latins only 
as the Latin Age reached its end, in the very lifetime of Galileo and Descartes. But by 
that time the abuses of cenoscopy by religious authorities, along with the secular author-
ities acting under religious guidance, had reached such an extent that the moderns felt 
the need to turn away from the development of Latin scholasticism and find some other 
path for philosophy, one which would not endanger the newly emerging proponents of 
ideoscopy with threats of imprisonment, torture, or even execution for reaching conclu-
sions which ran contrary to the “common sense” of philosophers and “revealed truths” 
of theologians.

Thus the tragedy: the Way of Signs was no sooner definitively established, than the 
works achieving that establishment were ignored, by reason of their Latin scholastic 
context. Thinkers of the time trying to focus on ideoscopic matters were so intimidated 
by the threat of religious fundamentalism that they took to the Way of Ideas in the 
effort to raise a barrier to abuses of authority aimed at squelching ideoscopic discover-
ies, experiments demanding a rethinking of the whole matter of “common sense” and 
“freedom of thought”. And enthusiasm generated by the discoveries of ideoscopy in 
that fertile period led thinkers of the time to believe that ideoscopy could become the 
whole story of human knowledge, even at its foundations — so the “Enlightenment”, 
the period during which it was possible to believe that science in the modern sense, 
experimental and mathematical, would eventually remake the entire edifice of human 
knowledge right down to the replacement in toto of its cenoscopic foundations.

Not until Charles Peirce, the only giant of American thought on the level of Albert 
and Aquinas in Latin times or Plato and Aristotle in the ancient Greek world, would 
thinkers begin to awaken from this “dream of reason” and see that philosophy as ceno-
scopic science neither reduces to nor can be displaced by ideoscopic science. At that mo-
ment, “modernity” was over, “medieval philosophy” in its cenoscopic achievements was 
destined to be retrieved from the state of ignoral which Descartes had recommended29 

29 Descartes 1628, Rules for the Direction of the Mind, 6: Regarding the writings of those who have 
gone before us, “there is a great danger lest in a too absorbed study of these works we should become 
infected with their errors, guard against them as we may. ... we must wholly refrain from ever mixing 
up conjectures with our pronouncements on the truth of things”.
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and the later moderns inculcated. A whole new era of intellectual culture was to dawn 
— the first era to understand the dependence of human understanding upon the Way 
of Signs, recovered just in time to provide the interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary 
perspective needed to establish true communication and possibilities of understanding 
between diverse civilizations in the first formation of humankind as a global community, 
becoming aware of its responsibilities for the whole of life on earth.

That is the story this book engages from the vantage of a redefining of medieval 
thought, in order to help readers to see and better understand the role of science as 
cenoscopic now that science as ideoscopic has reached its own maturity in our institu-
tions of learning and civil organization. The two — cenoscopic science and ideoscopic 
science — are not opposed, as ideoscopy proved to be to insufficiently critical “common 
sense”; the two are rather intertwined in a mutually dependent spiral of semiosis that 
shows the way to a global future for intellectual culture and anthroposemiosis — the 
human use of signs — as a whole.
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Epigrammatical StagES in thE UnvEiling of rElation’S SingUlarity
___________________________________________________________________________

“It must be said that some relative terms are intended to signify in their very supposition or basis the relations 
themselves obtaining in what is spoken about, as for example ‘master’ and ‘servant’, ‘father’ and ‘son’, and such like; 
and these signifieds are what I call ontological relatives, relativa secundum esse. But other terms intend to signify, 
relative to the very things supposed, only those subjective aspects or modes upon which relations as such follow, as for 
example mover and moved, head and body, and the like; and these subjectivities signified are called transcendental 
relatives — that is to say, relatives according to the requirements of discourse, of being expressed or grasped in 
awareness, relativa secundum dici.” 

— Thomas Aquinas c.1266: Summa theologiae, Pars I, Quaestio 13, “De nominibus dei”, Articulus 7, “Utrum nomina quae 
important relationem ad creaturas dicantur de deo ex tempore”, ad primum

“‘Being toward’ differs from ‘being in’ as a mode of mind-independent being in this, that all modalities of ‘being in’ re-
quire from their positive and defining character to belong exclusively to the subjective dimension of the mind-independent 
order, as quantity, for example, posits a mind-independent feature of subjectivity, and so on for all the other modes of ‘being 
in’, whether being in itself (substance as the subject of existence) or being in another (inherent accidents as the subjective 
characteristics of existing subjects). By contrast, ‘being toward’ from its positive nature as a type of being does not require 
that it posit something realizable only mind-independently; whence are found some instances of ‘being toward’ which, as 
relations, are nothing in the mind-independent realm but obtain in awareness only — an occurrence impossible for any 
mode of ‘being in’, for subjectivity.” 

— Thomas Aquinas i.1256/1266: Quodlibet Nonum, “Quaesitum est de primo de Christo capite. deinde de membris”; 
Quaestio 2, “De Christo quantum ad unionem humanae naturae cum divina”; Articulus 3, 

“Utrum in Christo sit una tantum filiatio”, corpus (Busa ed. vol. 3. p. 489, co. 3)

“The fact that the relation must also be distinct from its foundation has not been accepted by many philosophers who 
feared these multitudes of little beings flying about. But it is evident that to say the relation is identified with its founda-
tion is to deny real relation, since the foundation, by priority of nature at least, is not a relation and does not signify ‘to 
another’, but another predicament [another category], such as quantity, or action. Now if no real modification is had with 
the advent of the relation, this latter could only be a being of the mind. Consequently, either there are no real relations, or 
predicamental relations are really distinct from their foundation.” 

— Henri Renard 1946: The Philosophy of Being, Section 5. “The Predicaments”, Chapter 5. “On Relations”, p. 254

“Perfection and good existing in things independent of being known command attention not only as something inher-
ing subjectively in things, but also as an order of one thing to another — for example, a good consists in the order exercised 
among parts: indeed, it is to this order of parts in wholes that the philosopher compares the order of the physical universe 
as a whole. There must be, therefore, in the realm itself of mind-independent being, over and above individual subjects 
existing and interacting, a certain order; and what this suprasubjective order consists in is what relation is.”

 — Thomas Aquinas c.1265/6: Quaestio Disputata De Potentia, Quaestio 7, “De divinae essentiae simplicitate”, Articulus 9, 
“Utrum huiusmodi relationes, quae sunt inter creaturas et deum, sint realiter in ipsis creaturis”, corpus

“What are relations secundum dici and secundum esse has been explained. So, in treating of sign. we must speak of relation 
secundum esse, not of predicamental relation obtaining only on the side of mind-independent being, because our discourse 
as concerning sign in general includes equally natural and socially constructed realities. ... Whence we see at once that sign 
in general cannot be identified with predicamental being nor reduced to predicamental relation, although it can be identified 
with ontological relation, relation secundum esse ... because an ontological relation, be it in the order of mind-independent or 
of purely objective being, is a relation purely and positively and does not introduce as such anything subjective.”

— John Poinsot 1632: Tractatus de Signis, Book I, “De Signo Secundum Se”, Question 1, 
“Utrum Signum Sit in Genere Relationis”, 117/25–118/18

“In order to get the point of postmodernity as a new epoch in philosophy’s history as a whole, the single most impor-
tant first step Aristotelians or anyone else talking about ‘reality’ has to take is to abandon the approach to the question 
of hardcore reality which begins by distinguishing between individuals and their characteristics, substance and accidents. 
For history amply demonstrates that most thinkers who have taken this starting point never reach an understanding of the 
positive uniqueness of relation, let alone its further singularity without which there could be no finite awareness of things.

“The first step should not be one that hides or buries relation in the order of subjectivity upon which relation depends 
(which is what ‘being in’ amounts and reduces to), but one that puts in the foreground what is different about ‘being toward’ 
in contrast with all modes of ‘being in’ (including substance) — in short, we must note at the outset what is not noted in 
the traditional discussions, to wit: while all other accidents depend directly upon the being of substance, relation as such 
depends only indirectly through the other accidents, thus opening up the Way of Signs apart from which finite knowledge 
of being and nonbeing would never have become possible.”

— John Deely 2010 spring: Semiotic Animal, paraphrased from Chapter 8, “Re-Evaluating the Relative”, Section 8.3.1., 
“A new first step toward understanding hardcore reality”, 66–67

“Among the modes of ens reale, mind-independent finite being, relation is singular in being the only such mode that is 
positively unaffected in its essential being by the circumstances which make it to be one time mind-independent and an-
other time mind-dependent. It is also the only form of being in the material order that, even when it is mind-independent, 
has no direct accompaniment of secondary matter, whence distance makes no difference to a relation itself, in contrast to 
modes of being which have to be in proximity to interact.”

— John Deely 2010 fall: Medieval Philosophy Redefined, 300
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Chapter 1

Medieval PhilosoPhy Redefined: 
The laTin age, c.400–1635

Medieval philosophy began when Greek ceased to be the common language of intel-
lectual life among the peoples of what we now call Europe. Latin, the original tongue 
of the Roman Empire, then found itself faced with the task of developing out of its own 
resources the means to handle the problems of philosophical thought, problems which 
in earlier centuries had been ceded in the main to thinkers conversant with the Greek 
language. The task was not easy. But, over many centuries, the Latins found their foot-
ing, and developed an intellectual heritage that not only eventually incorporated Aristo-
tle and later Plato too, but, most importantly, provided the support and substructure of 
concepts and customs that made possible, through the development of science as ideos-
copy, the modern world. Medieval philosophy ended, nonetheless, somewhat abruptly 
and ignominiously, burying, in the rubble, the crucial semiotic insights which separated 
“common sense” from science in its cenoscopic form.

In ancient and medieval times, common experience insufficiently analyzed and the 
best reasoning therefrom demonstrated that the sun was in revolution about the earth, 
which sat stationary at the center of the universe. Divine revelation confirmed this rea-
soning and experience. By the dawn of the 17th century, mathematical reasoning based 
on recondite observations and experiments had begun to suggest that the ancient view 
was not correct. Copernicus, the first firmly to conclude to this, hid his views from 
public access until he was sure to die of natural means. A century later, the “hypoth-
esis of Copernicus” was adopted and championed by a more choleric and aggressive 
intellectual, Galileo Galilei. For his troubles he was put on trial, and dissimulated his 
views only when, an old man, the imminent fear of torture overcame his courage. 
Even so, for so much as daring to propose, contrary to “common sense”, to age-old 
philosophical reasoning, and to “divine revelation” itself, the opinion that the earth 
revolved around the sun, he was sentenced to house arrest for the remainder of his life. 
Not even for reasons of medical consultation was he thereafter allowed to venture off 
his own premises.

That was the end for the philosophical culture that had developed over those pre-
vious twelve centuries. Descartes, who had a book in press proposing similar views in 
cosmology when he learned of Galileo’s fate, hastened to his publisher to stop the press. 
It was time to start over. The opinions of men based on the reading of texts, especially 
of Aristotle in philosophy, but also the texts claiming to be divinely revealed, had to be 
put to a better test than common sense and unsystematically controlled “common” ex-
perience. What was needed was a new approach, wherein learned opinions and common 
sense alike were subordinated to reasoning about nature based on probing nature itself, 
with direct experiments analyzed and critically controlled in their variables.
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The pendulum swung too far. Of course the rational animal walking about the earth 
begins perforce with sense perception. If that perception as such had no reliable core to what 
it enabled us to know, further research and experimentation would have no ground. But the 
distinction between cœnoscopic and ideoscopic knowledge had not yet been drawn, 
let alone considered; and the modern enthusiasm fancied that it was only a question of 
time until all the opinions derived from cœnoscopy would be replaced by ideoscopic 
knowledge. For as long as this belief could be widely maintained, we had entered into 
the first phase of modernity: the Enlightenment. The Latin Age in philosophy may be 
said to have ended, thus, when Descartes could warn his fellows, in the wake of the Gali-
leo Affair (and many lesser authoritarian debacles rooted in scholastic traditions now 
long since thankfully or regretfully forgotten), not to continue the careful study of the 
ancient and medieval authors, for “there is a considerable danger that if we study these 
works too closely traces of their errors will infect us and cling to us against our will and 
despite our precautions.”1

Kant still had to write his doctoral thesis in Latin. Descartes and Leibniz wrote in 
Latin as well as in the new national languages. But by the time of Galileo, unremarked 
by the authors of the time, the use of Latin as the mainstream language of intellectual 
life was over.

Thus, from the point of view of intellectual culture, the age of philosophy conduct-
ed in the Latin lan guage ended in the aftermath of the trial of Galileo, and modern times 
were dawning for the European lands in languages other than Latin. So may be said that 
the break of modernity with Latin times was about as linguistically marked as had been 
the break of the Latin Age with Greek philosophy in the time of Justinian.

The first thinker to achieve giant stature in philosophy while remaining ignorant 
of Greek was Augustine of Hippo. To his ignorance we owe the original conception 
of sign as a mode of being transcending the pro found difference between fusi~ and 
nomo~, nature and culture. No doubt also to the ignorance of Greek over the succeeding 
European generations we owe the failure to notice before Pedro da Fonseca2 that Au-
gustine’s definition of sign, everywhere accepted and employed among the Latins, had 
no counterpart in the philosophy of ancient Greece. Sign thus was the original idea, the 
first indigenous proposal, of the Latin Age. The idea of signs as transcending the divide 
between nature and culture, conceived in ignorance of Greek philosophy, permeated the 
Latin consciousness as the presupposition — the background idea — to the rethinking 
of philosophy in Latin.

Luckily for the Latins, the last of the early medieval thinkers3 who knew both Latin 
and Greek and had full access to the major Greek writings was a man who pretty well 
understood the rationale for the list of “categories” proposed by Aristotle. Of particular 
value to the later Latins proved to be the attention he paid to the difficulties attendant 
upon circumscribing the rationale of relation within that list as an “accident” contrast-
ing with “substance”.

The man in question was Boethius, who stands second only to Augustine as Father 
of the Latin Age. The light of Greek philosophy, already faded to Neoplatonism in 
the mind of Augustine, turned full to night after Boethius. The night had its stars, to 

1 Descartes 1628: 13.
2 See Chapter 10 below.
3 The thinkers of the “middle ages”, that is to say, the thinkers after the Greeks who developed 

philosophy in Latin until, with modern times, the transition to philosophy in the national languages 
was undertaken.



1 ❑ The Latin Age 5

be sure; but night it was nonetheless, and starlight does not make for the best vision 
overall. Having set out to render into Latin the whole of Plato and Aristotle, Boethius 
had hardly gotten further than his translation of Aristotle’s treatise on the categories of 
being when his king had him tried and killed. It was truly the beginning of some “dark 
ages”, for even the works Boethius had translated soon fell for centuries into forgotten-
ness on the shelves of scattered monastery libraries. Indeed, the rediscovery in the 11th 
century of what Boethius had translated of old (just a little before the new translations 
of Aristotle would transform the Latin Age and determine its mainstream development 
down to the time of Galileo, Poinsot, and Descartes) created such a stir that that century 
in question is sometimes called “the Boethian age”. It was soon to be replaced by an “age 
of Aristotle” among the Latins.

With the founding of the universities, surely the greatest single and most perma-
nent achievement of the “middle ages”, the Latin Age, the works of Aristotle began 
to be examined and commented upon in their full scope, veritably the scope of rea-
son itself. The proposal of Augustine that signs structure human con scious ness of 
culture and nature alike came in for new scrutiny, particularly as to how so extensive 
an action as signs would require to traverse so diverse and vast a field of influence 
could be possible in the first place. “Action follows upon being”, the Latins well 
learned from Aristotle: Agere sequitur esse. So perhaps it was only natural, or even 
inevitable, that, with the full entry of Aristotle into Latin, the original Latin notion 
of sign (absent in the works of Aristotle, recall) should come under new scrutiny. 
As early as Aquinas, student of “Albert the Great” (the first medieval to read and 
comment on the whole of Aristotle, later4 dubbed “Patron Saint of Science”), the 
Augustinian notion became unsettled. Roger Bacon in particular related the discus-
sion of the being of signs to that most difficult aspect of Aristotle’s classification or 
“categories” of being, the category of relation as verified to exist in nature indepen-
dently of human opinion.

The terminology for this discussion, down to the end, was that set by Boethius, 
with his distinction of relation as being relative either “secundum esse” — that is to say, 
according to its very being as irreducible to any subject of existence — or “secundum 
dici” — that is to say, according to the requirements that we find are imposed upon fi-
nite beings to exist subjectively as individuals in the first place, as also to be understood 
and discussed in human discourse: subjectivity as bearing the marks of its temporal and 
physical surroundings. So an age that began positively with the genius of Augustine, and 
negatively with the ignorance of Greek on the part of that same genius, began to take 
its distinctive mainstream form with a reconsideration of sign as its original notion, set 
fully (thanks to Boethius) in the matrix of Aristotle’s thought, “the master of those who 
seek to know”, on being — particularly as it bears on the nature of relation. This matrix, 
which Boethius provided by his study of Aristotle’s categories as it was destined to be-
come the matrix for the resolution of the problem of the sign’s unique transcendence (its 
“singularity”, as we will see) within human experience of the various divisions of being 
(including the subjective/objective distinction as modernity would introduce it), may be 
diagramed thus:

4 by Pope Pius XI on 15 December 1931, in his canonization of Albert the Great, principal living 
teacher of Thomas Aquinas.



6 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

Being 
(“esse”)
as able  
to exist

toward  
another 
(relation,  
“esse ad”)

in

dependent upon thought: 
relatio rationis (“being 
patterned after”)

independent of thought: 
relatio realis

another (inherent accidents, 
“esse in alio”)

Ens Rationis 
outside the 
categories

Ens Realis 
the scope of  
Aristotle’s 
categories

Ontological  
Relativity 
(“Relativum 
secundum esse”)

Transcendental  
Relativity 
(“Relativum 
secundum dici”)

Experience of 
objects as  
terminating  
cognitive and  
cathectic5 
relations

itself (substance, “esse in se”)

Diagram: Aristotle’s notion of to on (“ens” or “being”)
as developed after Boethius in the Latin Age

The reader should find it useful to keep the distinctions and terminology of this diagram 
in mind over the pages that follow, as we trace the thread of the development of the 
original semiotic consciousness in the “middle ages”.5

For a labyrinth confronts us in medieval thought, through which none of record so 
far have been able fully to find a way. Pope Leo XIII gave the recovery (or rediscovery) 
of philosophical thought in this period a huge impetus when he mandated to the late 19th 
century that Catholic higher education had a particular obligation to study and to teach 
the doctrines handed down in the writings of Thomas Aquinas. But this “Thomistic 
Revival” had its limits. Its chief guides had trouble enough in making their way from Au-
gustine to Aquinas, and not one of them took note of the full originality of Augustine’s 
doctrine of signs. Instead, they were intent on showing how the “middle ages” recov-
ered again and made novel developments upon the original Greek heritage, particularly 
in the work of Aristotle as employed by Aquinas. And besides this relentless focus on 
Greek influence, they were too much occupied with overcoming “idealism” in the mod-
ern sense systematically established by Kant to realize the importance of Latin thought 
after Aquinas — in what concerned the sign or anything else. Gilson, possibly the single 
greatest among the historians of the “Thomistic Revival” of late 19th and 20th century 
thought (“Neothomism”, let us say6) saw fit simply to write off the “first Thomism” of 
Latin times, and of Poinsot in particular Gilson knew almost nothing.

5 Adjectival form of the noun “cathexis”, which has a Greek root, from kaxhci~, ‘retention’ or 
‘capable of holding’, but is primarily the translation into English of Freud’s German coinage “Libidobe-
setzung”, intended to mean the concentration of mental energy on a particular object (be it a person 
or idea), especially to an unhealthy degree. The term as I make use of it, however, comes not from 
Freud but from Parsons and Shils 1951 work, Toward a General Theory of Action, where cathexis is used 
to designate the emotional or affective component that accompanies every cognition in the world of 
animals, human or not. Thus I use the term to designate the fundamental distinction of psy cho logical 
states into cognitive and affective, a division I take to have the same sense which Aquinas assigns to the 
division of purely objective being into negations and relations, that is to say, as consti tut ing a division 
which is exhaustive and exclusive.

6 For the reason given in Deely 2001: 342, text and note 200, reprised in Chapter 8 below, note 
246 p. 254.



1 ❑ The Latin Age 7

Secular scholars too found no way to navigate the labyrinth. In 1987, Matson pro-
posed A New History of Philosophy, according to which the Latin centuries after Ockham 
are “a philosophical desert”, a “wasteland of repetitions”. These are incredibly superfi-
cial statements for a scholar to indulge in, as poor a substitute as there can be for dealing 
with the hermeneutic problem of sorting through the fact that the later Latins each make 
use of the seemingly same authorities and vocabulary, but to make or support points 
not merely different, but often in conflict or contradiction with one another. At the 
hands of the later Latins, Eco noted,7 “the authorities have a nose of wax”. But the dif-
ficulty that the hermeneutic problem of later Latin thought presents hardly excuses late  
modern historians considering those centuries with a brain of wax. Marenbon, re-issu-
ing in 1991 his supposed study of Later Medieval Philosophy, still has no problem ending 
study in 1350.

Such is the standard outline of medieval philosophy the present work aims to over-
throw, by showing that the “middle ages” are just what their name suggests: middle — 
fully in between ancient Greek philosophy, on the one side, and modern philosophy, on 
the other side. The famous Italian Renaissance, from this point of view, marks no break 
in the Latin Age mainstream, but only its enrichment, consequent upon the Turkish 
threats to and, finally, conquest of Constantinople, which sent rich and learned denizens 
of Byzantium fleeing Islamic rule and bringing with them to Italy their Greek texts and 
language. As Aristotle entered the Latin world in the 12th century courtesy of the Islamic 
Arabs, so Plato finally entered that same world in the 15th century courtesy of the Islamic 
Turks. The Renaissance made for the incorporation of the full Greek heritage into Latin 
thought, Plato now as well as Aristotle; but, as we have said, what was original at the outset 
of the Latin development never came from the Greeks in the first place, and the Renaissance 
florescence of classical Platonic models only deepened the original Latin problem of the 
being proper to signs.

A story from Greek mythology8 gives us an analogy that is useful here.

The Analogy of “Ariadne’s Thread”
Athens, early in its history, through a military conquest, was forced on a regular ba-

sis9 to sacrifice seven youths of both sexes to Minos, the King of Crete, who would send 
these victims into a labyrinth he had built on the plan of the famous earlier Egyptian 
Labyrinth (descriptions of which can be found in Herodotus and Strabo). In the heart of 
this labyrinth was housed the Minotaur, a ferocious half-man half-bull creature that Mi-
nos’ wife, Pasiphaë, had conceived by mating with the white bull that Poseidon had sent 
to Minos for use in sacrifice. Lost in the labyrinth, the Athenian youths would wander 
helplessly until, one by one, they would be devoured by the Minotaur.

Theseus, a son of the king of Athens, volunteered to go among the third round of 
sacrificial youths, with the plan of slaying the Minotaur — if he could. Now the Mino-
taur had a half-sister, Ariadne, begotten of Pasiphaë by Minos himself. Fortunately for 
Theseus, when he arrived in Crete this Ariadne fell in love with him, and conspired with 
him to defeat both the Labyrinth and the Minotaur. She gave to Theseus a sword and 
thread that he unwound from his arm as he advanced into the Labyrinth. When he en-
countered the Minotaur, he was able to slay the ferocious creature. Then, by following  

7 Eco et al. 1986: 64–65. See Deely 2001: “The Problem of the ‘Nose of Wax’,” 369ff., and passim.
8 See the entry “Thesueus” in Plutarch’s a.210ad Lives; also Homer, Odyssey, xi, 321–25.
9 Some sources say yearly, some every nine years.
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Ariadne’s thread, he did what no one before him had been able to do — find his way out 
of the Labyrinth.

Ever since, “Ariadne’s thread” has stood as a metaphor for the finding of a way 
through bewildering perplexity.10 And if the 19th and 20th century record of efforts to re-
cover the philosophical thought of the “middle ages” has shown anything, it has shown 
above all that the host of manuscripts and opinions come down to us forms qualitatively 
what has proven to be so far an inextricable labyrinth.

The argument of this book is that the tracing of Augustine’s original notion of sign 
from its end-of-the-4th-century proposal to Poinsot’s early-17th-century demonstration 
of its ground in the indifference of ontological relation to the circumstances which make 
the relation real (intersubjective) or fictive (purely objective) provides us with nothing 
less than an Ariadne’s Thread. By following this thread over the Latin centuries, we dis-
cover an over-all unity of medieval philosophy in the Latin language, from its 4th century 
quickening to its 17th century death throes. The best way to see medieval philos o phy 
whole, in short, is by tracing the path of understanding which the notion of sign marks 
in the works of the major Latin thinkers from Augustine and Boethius down to John 
Poinsot.

Iudicet lector! — Let the reader judge.

10 Cf. Teilhard de Chardin 1959: 142–146.
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Chapter 2

The geogRaPhy of The laTin age

Political and Intellectual Geography: The Latin Lebenswelt1

As the human mind needs a brain to function and the human body a place to be, so 
philoso phy — or at least those who create the languages which express it — has a geog-
raphy, a region where it comes to expression. In its first florescence on this planet the 
geogra phy and language of philosophy was more or less that of Greece, beginning with 
Ionia. Its second great florescence was to a great extent — not completely, but largely — 
isolated from the original Greek florescence, and found its expression in those nations 
of the West which inherited from Rome not its language of intellectual culture but its 
language of practical affairs, Latin.

When I was a student of philosophy, it always puzzled me where the so-called “Dark 
Ages” came from.2 No one ever explained to me how exactly the medieval thinkers 
found themselves in the position of having practically to start all over again, to have 
to undertake a rather thor ough ly indigenous philosophical develop ment in the Latin 
tongue. How did it come about that Greek, the language of learning of the ancient 
world and the Roman Empire (stretching from the Bosporus at the extreme East to the 
shores of France and Britain, including Egypt and the coast of Africa) came to be lost to 
central Europe as all but a dim memory of philosophical inspiration? How did it come 
about that new institutions of civil life and learning had to be forged using a tongue that, 
in the ancient world, had served principally for military, business, and trade func tions 
rather than for learning and intellectual growth?

As I look back on it, I’m not sure any of my professors (with one exception, and he 
never taught the introductory courses) really knew the answer to the question. It was 
just one of those dumb “brute facts” that make up history, while philosophy pretends to 
live in a timeless world of truths that lie above all that. I have since learned that my pro-
fessors were not exceptional in this regard. Even at the dawn of the 21st century, Chris-
topher Dawson’s observation from the middle of the 20th century rings true:3 “there is a 

1 “Lebenswelt”, a German word used most notably in philosophy by Edmund Husserl (1859–1938), 
I use to designate the species-specifically human animal Umwelt, or “objective world” , insofar as it is 
opened to the study of objects not only as related to the animal in terms of desirability, undesirability, 
or indifference, but also as things in their own right apart from cathexis.

2 For that matter, no one ever told me that the “dark ages”, obviously not a term of compliment, 
had a fascinating history of its own, which I will have occasion to summarize in connection with the 
title of the following chapter: see below, p. 82, note 3.

3 Christopher Dawson, “The Christian West and the Fall of the Empire”, in Dawson 1954: 28–29. 
Marenbon has a fine essay addressing this very period, the opening centuries of the Latin Age, but 
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gap of some five hundred years from the third to the seventh century in the knowledge 
of the ordi nary educated person.” Given such a gap, that “the real importance of this 
period is seldom appre ciated”4 is hardly surprising. Yet at the bottom of this very gap 
lie hidden the foundations of the indigenous Latin Age. Those foundations need to be 
exposed for anyone who would hope to understand the Latin period in the history of 
philosophy in something of its organic whole ness.

For in truth, of course, philosophers live in time as much as do otters and seals. 
Philosophers are born into an Umwelt and raised with its values. We need to recall here 
the lesson of our opening chapter, which applies to the making of Europe no less than it 
did to the making of Athens: that only gradually do thinkers wake to the pos si bilities of 
understanding which see in the world more than the present situation of human socie ty. 
The transcendent, yet historical, possibility distinctive of human understanding is the 
capacity to envision the Umwelt in the light of alternative ways of connecting the past 
with the future. This is what makes the difference ultimately between the Lebenswelt 
as species-specifi c ally human and the objective life world or Umwelt as a generically 
common construct essential for the social life of any animal. Language, of course, is 
what ultimately makes this always-possi ble-difference sometimes actual. Language has 
the capacity of nullifying certain features of time, by connecting living generations with 
circumstances and peop les long dead, thereby ex pand ing the horizon of consideration 
of future possibilities. Language pro vides for the mind eyes which can see beyond im-
mediate social interaction. The Greek language had provided such vision for the ancient 
world. But in the cauldron out of which European civilization comes in its Latin guise, 
the Greek language had ceased to be an element. The transmission of culture in this 
crucial particular was interrupted, and a new organ of thought, new eyes for the mind, 
had to evolve.

From the point of view of the manner in which linguistic communication elevates 
the mind’s under stand ing, nothing is more important for a group that seeks to develop 
the species-spe cifically human possibilities of animal life than a philosophical language. 
For a philosophical language is precisely the use of language that most fully opens up the 
understanding to its own possibilities and reveals to it the difference between the world 
as an objective construct and the larger reality of a universe of being which makes even 
objectification possible in the first place. The Latin Age exemplifies the process, with 
features distinctly its own.

It is true that there were Latin figures, notably that of Cicero (bc106–43), who, in 
the century before Christianity dawned, were fully schooled in Greek philosophy and 
brought their learning into the heart of the Roman and Latin world. Who can forget 
or deny Montesquieu’s salute to Cicero5 as “the first of the Romans to make philosophy 

he yields to tendentiousness in asserting (1983: vii) that: “No period in the history of philosophy is 
so neglected as the early Middle Ages.” In fact, as Marenbon’s own subsequent study (1991) of “later 
medieval philosophy” demonstrates, the title of “least known period” in the history of philosophy 
continues to be the late Middle Ages, that is to say (cf. Randall 1962: vi–viii), the closing rather than 
the opening centuries of the Latin Age, when the dramatic philosophical initiative that will come to 
be called “semiotic” (with which the Latin Age opens) is finally clarified in principle and reduced to its 
proper ground within the perspective of the philosophy of being.

4 Ibid.
5 Montesquieu, c.1709: I, 94: “Il est le premier, chez les Romains, qui ait tiré la philosophie des 

mains des savants, et l’ait dégagée des embarras d’une langue étrangère. Il la rendit commune à tous les 
hommes, comme la raison, et, dans les applaudissements qu’il en reçut, les gens de lettres se trouvèrent 
d’accord avec le peuple.”
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available beyond the circle of the learned and to detach it from the encumbrance of a 
foreign language”. Yet Cicero and his circle were mainly rhetoricians, Roman aristocrats 
interested above all in statesmanship. They took up Greek philosophy not so much on 
its speculative side but, as Windelband summarized accurately,6 by “piecing together, 
from an essentially practical point of view, the different school systems which met their 
approval”. Let Cicero speak for himself on the matter. “I am no mere translator of the 
Greeks”, he tells us;7 “besides presenting accurately the selected parts of their doctrines, 
I add thereto criticism and my own order of presentation.”

And if the passage of time has sufficiently demonstrated that these Romans at the 
end of antiquity versed in Greek were not up to the speculative level of the Greek mas-
ters, yet their long-term service to Latin philosophy and education is not to be under-
rated; for they created some philosophical terminology that would eventually pass into 
the national languages of Europe. Could he have lived seven centuries, Cicero would 
have been amazed to discover that the contempt of the ruling class begun in his day for 
Latin compared to Greek works8 was but the onset of a molting process whereby the im-
perial court itself would be transformed into a Greek satrapy once the seat of the empire 
had been moved from Roma Antiqua to Nova Roma, as we shall shortly see. But, could he 
have lived fourteen centuries, he would also have had the satisfaction of seeing his boast, 
more or less idle in its day, become rather a true prophecy of the later Latin centuries, 
when indeed “the Latin language, so far from having a poor vocabulary in philosophy, 
is actually richer than Greek.”9

Uniquely in the case of the Latin world, precisely because the conversion of the old 
Roman empire into Christendom and the relatively autonomous intellectual develop-
ment of the Latin West coincided so closely in time,10 the establishment of a philosophical 

6 Windelband 1901: 161.
7 Cicero, 45bc: De finibus, Book I.ii.5, p. 6: “... nos non interpretum fungimur munere, sed tuemer 

ea quae dicta sunt ab iis quos pro ba mus, eisque nostrum iudicium et nostrum scribendi ordinem 
adiungimus”.

8 Ibid. I.iii.10, p. 12: “Ego autem mirari satis non queo, unde hoc sit tam insolens domesticarum 
rerum fastidium.”

9 Ibid.: “ita sentio et saepe disserui, Latinam linguam non modo non inopem, ut vulgo putarent, 
sed locupletiorem etiam esse quam Graecam.”

10 “Christianity,” as Hamman puts it (1986: 1), “born in the East, developed above all within the 
confines of the Roman Empire, the frontiers of which it scarcely crossed.” So it was that theology 
developed both in Greek and Latin, but among the Greeks its philosophical instrument remained 
predominantly Neoplatonic, with the result that philosophy developed mainly among the Latins, where 
Aristotle became dominant — no small factor in the eventual emergence of modern science, as the 
studies of Wallace best bring out. For the Latin peoples, Aristotle became “the Philosopher”. For the 
Greek peoples of Byzantine rule, it was rather always Plato — or rather Neoplato, for they fell for the 
pseudo-Dionysian theological labyrinths in which dying Greece had met its first finale in philosophy 
(see Deely 2001: the “Double Finale”, in Chap. 4, pp. 141–144). Beyond the frontiers of the Greco-
Roman civilization, the civilizations of India, China, and Japan remained “officially” mired in the 
reincarnation myth (whether through the Vedas and Upanishads, the Buddha, or the Tao te Ching), the 
very myth that fell into increasing contempt among the Latins as philosophy grew. In these “praeter-
Roman” civilizations, the autonomous concerns of neither philosophical doctrine (cenoscopic science) 
nor scientific experiment (ideoscopic science) would be faced in any systematic way (see “Society and 
Civilization: The Prelude to Philosophy”, in Deely 2001: 3–14, esp. 12–13) — until globalization 
became inevitable through the technological successes of modernity. But how this will all work out on 
the level of religion in postmodern and global culture remains to be seen. And let there be no mistaking 
the point from the outset: no body of thought developed primarily in function of the understanding of a 
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language is bound up with the development of theology as a rationalization of religious 
belief and with the emer gence of religion as an institutionalized cultural structure dis-
tinct from the state. This occurs among the Latins to a degree and in a manner unprec-
edented in the histories of previous civilizations, where religion was always wrapped up 
with and virtually inseparable from civil or state control. The emergence of Latin as a 
philosophical language in its own right was part and parcel of this devel op ment. The 
separation of the original Roman Empire into a Greek East and a Latin West led to a 
situation where the central religious institution of Christian civilization, the papacy, 
came gradually to be seen as an one that could not be subordinated to the civil authority 
as such, not even that of the Roman emperor. The story is one of a contest for domi-
nation in which both sides lost. For, by the end of the Latin Age, neither had the state 
succeeded in gaining control of the church, nor had the church succeeded in gaining 
control of the state. This standoff was codified in the constitutions of states, and proved 
one of the decisive achievements of modernity. Here we can only indicate the outlines 
of the struggle insofar as they have a bearing on the climate of thought within which 
occurred the speculative developments of philosophy in the Latin Age.

As we make the transition from the Greek philosophical culture of ancient times 
to the Latin philo so phi cal culture of the middle ages, therefore, what is needed above 
all is an intelligible picture of the manner in which a Lebenswelt was brought about 
wherein, from approximately the 5th cen tury ad until the 12th century, effective contact 
with the ancient philosophical culture created in the Greek language was lost. And, 
after the 12th century, we need to have a picture of where the renewed contact with Ar-
istotle came from, for it did not come from the Greek civ il ization called “Byzantium” 
into which the Roman Empire transformed itself after Constantine, but from another 
civilization entirely, the civilization of Islam that sprang from the life, work, and writ-
ing of Abū al-Qāsim Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Muttalib ibn Hāshim (570–632ad), usu-
ally shortened to Muhammad (sometimes “Mohammed”, with other variants), or “the 
Prophet” so-called.

The Separation of Roman Civilization into a Latin West and a Greek East
What we mean, then, by the “middle ages”, more accurately called the Latin Age in 

Philosophy, is the period beginning about the 5th century when an indigenous Latin de-
velopment began and continuing up to the 17th century when Latin effectively gave way 
to the modern national lan guages as the mainstream medium of intellectual thought 
and writing. One way at least to frame the story of how the European nations came to 
be stranded philosophically in the Latin language, I have found, is in terms of the first 
Christian Roman Emperor, Constantine (272–337, r. 306–337), and the last Pagan Em-
peror, Julian (332–363ad, r. 361–363).

The overlap of the imperium through the reign of these two men is fascinating, for 
all emper ors prior to Constantine were pagan, while all emper ors subsequent to Julian 

definite group of writings accepted as revelation — no sectarian thought as sectarian — can fully claim 
“philosophy” as its proper name; for, as we will see Thomas Aquinas clarify for the Latins in Chapter 8 
of the present work (though in vain for the majority of his late modern followers, the “Neothomists”), 
that is exactly the difference between theology (“sacra doctrina”) and simple “doctrina” — cenoscopic 
science, or philosophy proper, which remains of itself within the boundaries of reason, even though at 
its best, by pointing toward truths beyond what reason can demonstrate as true but which reason itself 
suggests as wise to embrace in a faith based on the hope that the human good is not without connection 
to divine purposes at work in creation. (See the final reflections on this point by Jacques Maritain 1973: 
570, cited in Chap. 8 below, p. 180, note 30).
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were Chris tian. Beginning with the overlap of Christianity and Paganism as the religion 
of the state in the reigns of Constantine and Julian, the careers of the Roman emperors 
fall squarely into the pattern of sea-changes which separated Europe, the original seat 
of the Roman empire, from the Constantinople-based remnant of that empire. This 
remnant was to last, steeped in the Greek culture but philosophically stagnant, for yet 
another thousand years — the whole period in which modern Europe took form, politi-
cally as well as philosophically.

Back to the Future: The First Christian Emperor
The fateful first step in the process of severing the Latin peoples from the Greek 

heritage of ancient philosophy turns out to have been the moving of the capital of the 
Roman empire out of Rome. This was done by Diocles (245–313ad), or Diocletian, 
as he called himself after the Roman army declared him Rom an Emperor in 284. He 
moved the capital from Rome to Nico media, a port city of modern Turkey on the East-
ern arm of the Sea of Marmara, called today Izmit. Diocletian made this move for mili-
tary reasons, and appointed one of his generals, Maxim ian, to be his co-ruler with the 
city of Milan near the Alps as his capital. To succeed himself and Maximian in due time 
Diocletian appointed as heirs-apparent Galerius with a capital at Sirmium and Constan-
tius Chlorus with a capital at Trèves. The two main emperors held the title of Augus-
tus, while the heirs-apparent held the title of Caesar. Diocletian directly ruled Thrace, 
Egypt, and Asia. His fellow-Augustus, Maximian, ruled Italy and Africa. Galerius ruled 
the regions around the Danube (“the Illyrian Provinces”), and his fellow-Caesar, Con-
stantius, ruled Gaul, Spain, and Britain.

By this time, throughout the empire, Christianity had been broadly established as 
a new religious sect competing with the ancient religion and gods of Rome. Diocletian 
himself was a great statesman who proved himself beyond personal ambition in freely 
resigning the imperial throne (the only Roman Emperor ever to do so!) and refusing to 
return to it even when later asked to do so. Yet he was the principal among the four rul-
ers, and so it is he who gets the blame for the worst of the ancient perse cutions of Chris-
tians, a persecution actually instigated by Galerius.11 The decree of 302 was intended 
to suppress Christianity throughout the empire, but the persecution was actually most 
intense in the Eastern provinces, and prepared the way for a later emperor, Constantine, 
to use the resentment of the great persecution to his military advantage.

The fourfold division of the empire into regions ruled by two principal and two 
subordinate emperors did not long survive Diocletian’s abdication in 305. The retired 
Augustus Maximian had a son named Maxentius. The newly ascendant Augustus Con-
stantius Chlorus had a son named Constantine. And neither of these ambitious young 
men was content to be passed over in the appointments for succession to the title of 
Augustus. A civil war soon broke out, in one of the crucial contests of which Constantine 
led his legions against Maxentius, who had the support of the Praetorian Guard of the 
city of Rome in the hope of restoring the ancient capital. It was during this campaign 

11 Thus, before the custom of counting years from the birth of Christ had been adopted, many 
Christian com mun i ties, especially in the East, used a system reckoning from the “age of martyrs”, 
with the first year of Diocletian’s rule, 284ad, considered as the year 1. This system was happily 
abandoned, for it was just neither to Diocletian nor to the many martyrs who had suffered in the 
several earlier persecutions. The early “martyrs” were those who chose to die rather than deny 
their Christian faith; by one of history’s ironic twists, postmodern Islam in the 21st century awards 
the title rather to those who die by killing as many others as possible rather than tolerate non-
Islamic rule.



14 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

against Maxentius that Constantine in ad312 declared himself a Christian,12 and in-
structed his troops to mark on their shields a cross. Now many of Constantine’s troops 
were already Christians, and the others had long fought under the standard of a cross 
of light be long ing not to Christ but to Mithra. By this brilliant instruction Constantine 
symbolically unified his army and, at the same time, as the troops of Maxentius fought 
under a pagan banner of the Unconquerable Sun, imparted to the dimensions of the 
battle as a whole an overarching religious symbolism.

The tactical nature of Constantine’s declaration of Christianity is apparent from 
the circum stances that neither in personal deeds nor by accepting baptism did Constan-
tine show himself to be a Christian in fact.13 By declaring both for Christianity and for 
religious toleration, he was able to unite his troops in the face of his enemy, who was 
against both Christianity and tolera tion. Constantine had chosen a successful tactic. 
By 324 the last of his rivals for the imperial throne was executed, and the whole of the 
formerly Roman empire was united in the person of Constantine. This rebirth of the 
unified empire Constantine hoped to symbolize and stabilize in the founding of a New 
Rome, Nova Roma, to be henceforward the capital of the realm. He chose for this new 
capital the site of ancient Byzantium, a beautiful and all but militarily impregnable loca-
tion. Like Nicomedia, Nova Roma was on the coast of the Sea of Marmara, but it was 
also on the Bosporus, at the very boundary point separating Europe and Asia. The city 
was dedicated on May 11, 330ad.

Yet the new capital never quite acquired the symbolism Constantine had hoped for 
it. The name Nova Roma never took. Almost from the first, everyone called the new 
capital simply Con stan tinople, the city founded by Constantine. And what was deemed 
and seemed at the time of the founding to be a new begin ning, proved instead to be the 
beginning of the end, both of the ancient empire as Roman and of Greek as a language 
of living creation in philosophy, science, art, and culture. What the founding of Con-
stantinople in 330 turned out to be was the inauguration of a nouveau-Greek civiliza-
tion that lasted until the capture of the city by the Turks on May 29, 1453, after which, 
down to the present day, Nova Roma came to be known as Istanbul (yet with the name 
“Constantinople” never forgotten).

After Constantine, the birth and residence of the princes succeeding to Constanti-
nople’s throne estranged them from the Roman idiom. Not only did the official name of 

12 I say “declared himself”, for it was not until the year 337, when an illness rightly caused him to 
fear the imminence of death, that he accepted to be baptized, choosing an Arian bishop to perform the 
ceremony: see following note.

13 Between his nominal declaration of himself as a Christian in 312 and his actual baptism, a quarter 
of a century would elapse, during which Constantine did not become even a catechumen, that is (in 
the early Christian centuries), one who has formally requested and is actually receiving training in 
doctrine and discipline preparatory to baptism. By all the “church” rules of his day (for in his day, 
the Church was yet a congeries of local congregations), were any but a double standard applied to 
the one who was the Emperor, far from his being accepted as the convenor of synods and councils 
(let alone of the first, and hence, arguably, most important, “general council”), the local church doors 
would have been closed in his face. Only when he considered death to be at hand did he accept to 
be baptized. A deathbed baptism was considered by many of the time to be a sure route to heaven, 
regardless of the previous conduct of life. And this was the theory that Constantine accepted, in an 
early, high stakes anticipation of “Pascal’s wager”. And Constantine chose for the baptismal ceremony 
a bishop who adhered to the Arian view of the Trinity declared heretical by his own council of Nicea 
a decade earlier. The Greek church (more generally, the Eastern Orthodox Church, which is far from 
exclusively Greek), by ignoring his conduct of life, tries to maintain the frankly ridiculous pretense that 
Constantine was a saint.
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the new capital never take, but even the manners, dress, and — especially — the proper 
language of the old capital was soon lost. As late as the reign of the Emperor Justinian 
(r.527–565), the emperor still knew Latin and the court was bilingual. Justinian’s codifi-
cation of Roman law was made in Latin with a Greek translation. But after him, only the 
Greek version of the code was used and com mented upon in the East. Before the death 
of the Emperor Heraclius in 641ad the Latin tongue in Constantinople had passed into 
oblivion, only darkly preserved in the terms of jurisprudence and the ceremonial formu-
las of palace ritual. The Eastern empire was now thoroughly separated from the West, 
the original empire; and the language and dominion of Rome had passed by the time 
of Charlemagne (2 April 742–814 January 28) to the control of the Franks and other 
peoples disdained by the Greek East as rude barbarians.14

But how, in all this, did the unified empire under Constantine become again divided 
between Greek East and Latin West, and the Latin West lost to the control of the still-
called “Roman Emperor” of Greek Constantinople? It is a bloody tale, rooted in the 
methods of blood by which Constantine had consolidated his rule. His own son by his 
first marriage, Crisp us, he ordered executed in 326. His second wife Fausta, daughter of 
Max im ian, by whom he had three sons, he had executed shortly later in that same year. 
And then he executed Licini a nus, the son by Constantine’s own sister Constantia of the 
last man before Constantine to hold the imperial throne of the East, Flavius Licinius. 
Constantine’s death was not the end but the continuation of this bloody tra dition. And 
in this trail of blood the control of the West, the original Roman empire, slipped from 
the hands of the occupants of Constantinople’s throne. The tale is bound up with the 
last attempt to uphold the ancient pagan religion of Rome against the official establish-
ment of Christianity as the religion of state under Constantine.

Forward to the Past: The Last Pagan Emperor
Constantine’s will divided his empire among his three sons and two nephews. But 

first the army rejected the nephews, and then the eldest and the youngest of the three 
sons eliminated one another in military combat. By 353 the middle son, Constantius, 
was left sole Emperor. But Constantius, in the year of his father’s death, had had mur-
dered all but two of the male relatives of his father. The two allowed to survive were 
Gallus, who was ill at the time of the slaughter and was expected to die shortly (he did 
not after all15), and Flavius Claudianus Julianus, or “Julian”, who was five. Why Con-
stantius allowed Julian to live is unknown, but thereby hangs the tale of the last Pagan 
Emperor and of the loss of the Latin West to the Greek East.

Julian grew up in constant fear for his life. After all, his father, eldest brother, and 
male cousins were slain in the massacre that marked the transition of imperial rule from 
Constantine to his sons; and more recently his sole surviving brother had been slain in 
Milan. From that scene, after somehow persuading the Emperor Constantius of the 
truth, which was that he harbored no political ambitions, he accepted happily, in 355, 
banishment to Athens. He had since age 17 become fascinated with philosophy, and 
the idea of studying in the groves where Plato spoke elated him. But Athens was the 
fountainhead at this period not only of philosophy, but of pagan learning, religion, and 
thought in general. His experience of Christianity, even though raised in it theoretically, 
had practically speaking not been the best. He had, after all, experienced no beasts more 
ferocious or predatory than some men who called themselves Christians and claimed 

14 On these “barbarian tribes”, see p. 20 below.
15 Constantius made up for this in ad353, when he had Gallus beheaded in Milan.
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to be fashioning a Christian state. At Athens he was won over completely to paganism. 
Knowing the Emperor as he did, Julian prudently kept his conversion secret.

Nonetheless, when Constantius after six months summoned him back to Milan, Ju-
lian surely had his apprehensions. Constantius had other things in mind. Not only were 
his rivals elimi nated, but so practically speaking was his gene pool. Julian was the only 
male relation for the family to draw on, so Constantius gave Julian his own sister Helena 
to marry, and assigned him the government of Gaul. Julian proved an able governor and 
military commander. Inevitably Constantius became leery and tried to take from Julian 
his troops. Julian bade them go, but the troops rebelled and proclaimed him Augustus. 
Now, as earlier when Caesar had defied the Senate and crossed the Rubicon, the die was 
surely cast: alea jacta est.

Constantius at his first opportunity marched his army westward to confront Julian. 
Julian advanced to meet him, at Sirmium pausing to announce publicly his paganism. 
It was the situa tion of Constantine marching against Maxentius with the religious sym-
bolism reversed. But in November of 361, before battle could be joined, Constantius 
died of a fever near Tarsus. Julian, unopposed, marched on to Constantinople, where he 
ascended the imperial throne unop posed to become, at age 31, Roman Emperor.

To the luxury of the court Julian introduced the simplicity of a pagan philosopher, 
or, in deed, a monk. To the public, including some Christian bishops exiled by Constan-
tius for not being Arian, Julian allowed full freedom of religion. But he himself worked 
to restore the pagan religion of Rome, and to his court he summoned the pagan philoso-
phers to come and live as his guests. He wrote books and essays to justify his policies.

This final grand experiment in paganism was short lived. On June 27 of 363, on a 
military campaign in Persia, Julian was felled by a javelin. Ammianus Marcellinus of 
Antioch (c.330–c.400), a Syrian Greek who was among Julian’s soldiers and later retired 
to Rome to write history, reports the deathbed scene:16

Julian, lying in his tent, addressed his disconsolate and sorrowing companions: “Most 
opportunely, friends, has the time now come for me to leave this life, which I rejoice to 
restore to Nature at her demand ... having learned from the general conviction of the 
philosophers how much happier the soul is than the body...”. All present wept, where-
upon, even then maintaining his authority, he chided them, saying that it was unbecom-
ing for them to mourn for a prince who was called for a union with heaven and the stars. 
As this made them all silent, he engaged with the philosophers Maximus and Priscus in 
an intricate discussion about the nobility of the soul. Suddenly the wound in his pierced 
side opened wide, the pressure of the blood checked his breath, and after a draught of 
cold water for which he had asked, he passed quietly away, in the thirty-second year of 
his age.

The soldiers made Jovian (c.331–364), Julian’s Captain of the Imperial Guard, Em-
peror. He persecuted no one in his short reign, but he rediverted the support of the state 
from Paganism again to Christianity. Julian, remember, had come to Constantinople 
from the West. There continued to be Emperors in the West, but after Julian all of them 
professed to be Christians, and the imperial office in the Western part of the empire 
became increasingly nominal, soon enough to disappear entirely as the formerly barbar-
ian peoples from be yond the Alps began the sorting out and divvying up of what would 
become the states of modern Europe.

16 Ammianus c.363: Res Gestae, xxv, 3 (Rolfe trans. vol. II, pp. 497, 501f.).
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The Final Separation of East from West
The Prefect Sallust, who had declined the purple on Julian’s death in June of 363, 

declined it again on the death of Jovian in January of 364. After ten days the impe-
rial diadem was settled on Valentinian (321–375). Thirty days after his own elevation 
he associated his brother Valens with him in the purple. To Valens he gave the seat of 
Constantinople and the prefecture of the East, the lands from the lower Danube to the 
boundary of Persia. For himself Valentinian took his seat in Milan and rule of the West-
ern prefectures of Illyricum, Italy, and Gaul. Never were the East and the West united 
again in a single figure, and in the political complications that followed upon the death 
of Valentinian eleven years later, the empire in the West began its dissolution.

Valentinian died in November of 375, just one hundred and fifty days short of a 
twelve-year reign. His death produced a complication. The son of his first marriage, 
Gratian, seventeen at the time, had already been invested with the purple. Yet conspira-
tors at the deathsite plotted to have the second wife, Justina, present her infant son of 
four years, also named Valentinian, to the troops for investment by military acclama-
tion with the titles and ensigns of supreme power. Gratian averted immediate disaster 
by accepting the choice of the army and recognizing Valen tinian II as his co-ruler in 
the West.

The eastern emperor Valens perished in leading a military expedition at Hadriano-
ple in 378. Gratian invested Theodosius as Eastern Augustus in January of 379. In 383 
Gratian was over thrown and slain in a revolt led by Maximus from Britain; but Maximus 
in turn overreached himself in 387 trying to overthrow as well Valentinian II. Theodo-
sius marched from the East to Valentinian II’s rescue and Maximus’ death in 388.

The line of barbarians behind the imperial throne in the West who would eventu-
ally remove the imperial throne itself from the West began with the Frank, Arbogast, 
who assassinated Val en tinian II in 392. Arbogast then illegitimately installed Eugenius 
as usurper of the throne of the West. Theodosius again marched westward, defeating 
Eugenius (394) and installing his eleven-year old son Honorius as Emperor of the West. 
Before he could return East, Theodosius grew sick and died at Milan on the 17th of 
January, ad395. His throne in the East passed to his elder son, Arcadius.

As the parting of the brothers Valentinian and Valens in 364 had marked the final 
separation of the ancient Roman Empire into an East, which would become a wholly 
Greek civilization, and a West, which would remain Latin, so this division of the old 
Roman world in 395 between the sons of Theodosius — Honorius in the West and 
Arcadius in the East — marked the final establishment of the empire of the East. This 
Eastern, nouveau-Greek, empire survived under a continuous series of emperors from 
that date, ad395, until the taking of Constantinople by the Turks in 1453, a total of one 
thousand and fifty-eight years. The sovereign of that Eastern and Greek empire “as-
sumed, and obstinately retained, the vain and at length fictitious title of Emperor of the 
Romans; and the hereditary appellations of Caesar [for the heir apparent] and Augustus 
[for the present ruler] continued to declare that he was the legitimate successor of the 
first of men, who had reigned over the first of nations.”17 But the truth of the matter 
was quite otherwise than the Greek court insisted on pretending. The Latin peoples, 
barbarians in the eyes of the minions of Constantinople, were, even as Arcadius assumed 
the Eastern rule, already in the process of throwing off completely the imperial rule 
devolved by Theodosius upon his son Honorius in 394.

17 Gibbon 1781: 378.
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The Dissolution in Some Detail of Imperial Rule over the Latins, 396–c.479ad
Honorius himself had not ended the first decade of his pusillanimous and disgrace-

ful twen ty-eight year reign when, in 403–404, for protection against the Goths under 
Alaric, he moved the Western capital from Milan to Ravenna, a city surrounded by 
Marshes and with its own port for supply or escape. But who was to protect him from 
his sister?

Honorius’s sister Placidia, widow of a barbarian king and a woman most remarkable, 
was, at the insistence of Honorius, remarried in 417 against her will to Honorius’ soldier 
Constantius. Yet she managed to have her new husband named by her brother co-ruler 
with him of the West. The son of Placidia and Constantius, Valentinian III, thus came 
in line to succeed to the imperial throne. Constantius died in the seventh month of his 
reign, and Honorius followed shortly, leaving Placidia to rule the Western empire for a 
quarter century, first as regent for her son Valentinian III and then through him till her 
death in 450.

Valentinian III died five years after Placidia at the hand of an assassin, Petronius 
Maximus. The assassin himself, incredibly, was placed on the throne with the support 
of the Senate and people of Rome. He lasted three months before a mob mangled 
him and cast his body into the Tiber. Avitus, Roman general appointed in Gaul by 
Maximus, was raised to the purple by the support of the Visigoths and their King The-
odoric in 455. But the military and Senate of Rome in October of 456 compelled him 
to abdicate.

The forces behind the abdication of Avitus had been directed mainly by the Visigoth 
general Ricimer, who now found himself in a quandary, thus summarized by Previté-
Orton:18

Being a barbarian, he could not seize the crown himself; that would make the entire 
civilian population his enemies and incur the hostility of the Eastern Empire, his neces-
sary ally against Vandal and [other] Visigoth [chieftains]. If he chose an able, warlike 
Emperor, he lessened his own power; if he took a nominee from the East, he could only 
count on half his submission; if he appointed an Italian puppet, his government lost 
credit in Italy and the support of the East. Trial was made of all these expedients.

He first made Majorian the emperor, a choice which the Eastern emperor Leo sanc-
tioned. Formal investi ture was made at Ravenna in 457. But by 461 Ricimer, jealous 
of Majorian’s ability and enraged by a peace signed by Majorian with the Vandal chief 
Gaiseric, forced Majorian, too, to abdicate. He tried now a puppet. He com manded 
the Senate to make Libius Severus a figure head Emperor for Ricimer’s own rule. The 
life of this Severus expired as soon as it became inconvenient to his patron. Now he 
was reduced to petitioning a nominee from the East. An them ius (r.467–472) was made 
Emperor of the West by the Emperor of the East in Constantinople, and sent to claim 
his throne with a retinue of guards almost the size of an army. The Senate and people 
accepted him, and Ricimer took the daughter of this new Emperor in marriage, retiring 
to Milan. The situation in Italy gradually deteriorated to that of two armed camps.

Finally in March of 472 Ricimer advanced from Milan to a siege of Rome, pro-
posing the re place ment of An them ius with Olybrius, a noble Roman. Rome resisted 
the change, but after three months of siege Ricimer gained entry to Rome, dragged 
Anthemius from concealment, had him murdered and Olybrius installed. Olybrius died 

18 Previté-Orton 1952: I, 97–98.
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after a reign of only seven months, but he had at least been preceded by Rici mer the 
previous August.

Leo, the Eastern Emperor, stepped in at this juncture by sending Julius Nepos to 
the Western throne in 473. But Nepos arrived to find that Glycerius had already been 
made Emperor by the military support of the Burgundian prince Grundobald. Grun-
dobald, however, was unwilling to support Glycerius by civil war. For renouncing the 
scepter peacefully Glycerius was made Bishop of Salona. Grundobald returned to the 
Burgundian lands beyond the Alps. And Julius Nepos assumed the increasingly dimin-
ished Western rule, making Ravenna his capital.

However, while in Rome, Julius Nepos had elevated the Pannonian Orestes to the 
titles of patrician and master-gene ral of the troops. From this position Orestes, once 
Julius Nepos had moved to Ravenna, stirred his troops to armed revolt “against the ob-
scure Greek who presumed to claim their obedience”. Ravenna was an impregnable city. 
But rather than fight, Julius Nepos fled, on August 28 of 475, to a disgraceful safety in 
his Dalmatian principality on the opposite coast of the Adriatic. There he lived an am-
biguous exile for five years, when he was assassinated by the Bishop of Salona — Glyc-
erius, it will be remembered — who was then translated from the Bishopric of Salona to 
the Archbishopric of Milan. The troops of Orestes, however, did not wait out the five 
years, but, within months of Nepos’ abdication-by-flight, had consented to the wish of 
Orestes that they declare his son, Romulus Augustulus, Emperor of the West under the 
regency of his father. It was to prove the last link in the chain of Western empire. Note 
the curious irony that this last emperor in the West bore the names of the founder of 
Rome and (in a diminutive form) of the founder of the Empire!

Before the end of the first year of Augustulus’ reign, Orestes discovered that perjury 
and ingratitude are lessons that can be learned all too well, and often retort against their 
teacher. The alliance of barbarians which he had put together to oust Julius Nepos and 
install Augustulus now demanded rewards in land amounting to a third of Italy, and, 
when Orestes rejected these demands as excessive, Odoacer (c.433–493), of the Hun 
tribe of Scyrri, formerly part of the troops of Attila (r.434–453), called to his confeder-
ates in all the camps and garrisons of Italy to extort by arms the just demands which their 
dutiful patience had been denied. Troops flocked to his standard, Orestes was executed, 
and the helpless Augustulus was reduced to dependency on the clemency of Odoacer. 
Captured in Ravenna in September of 476, the boy emperor was put on a pension and 
relegated to a Campanian villa.

But Odoacer “had resolved to abolish that useless and expensive office” of Em-
peror of the West. First he compelled Augustulus to submit to the Roman Senate his 
resignation as Emperor. Then he instructed the Senate, whose unanimous consent he 
gained, to send a letter to the Eastern Emperor, now Zeno, requesting the termination 
of the imperial succession in the West, consenting that the seat of the universal empire 
be simply Constantinople rather than Rome, and requesting that Odoacer be invested 
with the title of Patrician and the admini stra tion of Italy as a diocese. Zeno ambiguously 
concurred,19 and thus ingloriously ended — it seems unknown exactly when between 
476 and 479 — the Roman phase of the “Roman empire”. Curiously, no one at the time 
fully saw in the event the ‘fall of Rome’, i.e., the end of the Roman Empire among the 
Latins. It seems to have taken about a generation for the full magnitude of what had 
happened to sink in:20

19 Compare the account in Vogt 1967: 250. See Martindale 1980; and Chastagnol 1966.
20 Previté-Orton 1952: 102.
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In obeying the Germanic king-patrician, whose Arianism they loathed, the Romans felt 
that they were loyal to their distant Emperor. What was even more important, Roman 
civilization, in spite of loss and deterioration, was still living in Italy and dominated 
by Catholic Christianity. The Arian Germanic patrician and tribesmen were still only 
an all-powerful garrison. The Senate, and far more the Pope and the Italian bishops,  
retained the moral guidance of the population and of its civil government. So though the 
Emperors had been replaced by barbaric Germanic kings in the West, the echo of the 
Empire’s fall was deadened and its consequences mitigated and delayed by this persis-
tent make-believe. None the less the truth could not but slip out. ‘The Western Roman 
Empire perished with this Augustulus’, wrote Count Marcellinus in the next generation.

In effect, as of 479, the Germanic barbarians under Odoacer had conquered Italy, 
the Vandals under Gaiseric (428–477) had conquered Africa, the Visigoths had con-
quered Spain, the Angles and Sax ons were conquering Britain, and the Franks were 
conquering Gaul. In the West the great Empire was no more, but all the pieces were 
in place for the formation of a new civilization; in the mix, in the center of the barbar-
ian victory over the old Roman and new Byzantine civilization, the Latinized Church 
of Rome stood “as the representative of the old traditions of culture and as a bond of 
spiritual unity between the descendants of the conquered Romans and their barbarian 
conquerors”.21 As the denizens of the realm centered in Byzantium clung to Greek and 
abandoned Latin, so, remark ably, the denizens of the various barbarian realms which 
had displaced the old Empire clung to Latin over their tribal tongues as part of their 
new spiritual heritage. The only learning in the new political realities was maintained 
in monasteries of the Church faithful to Rome, and Latin was the language of those 
European centers, one and all.

The Onset of the Latin Age
The famous “middle ages”, the Latin Age in philosophy, had begun. The turnabout 

that the 4th century marked, the 5th century only confirmed. Taylor may well insist22 that 
“no date marks the passing of the ancient world and the beginning of the Middle Ages”; 
but the processes of the transition were as rapid as they were complex, and it is idle to 
maintain23 that Augustine (354–430) “was not mediaeval”. A new civilization was in the 
making, Latin was to be its tongue, but it peoples were shaped mainly by Germanic, 
Asiatic, and Slavic invaders who settled and took control. Over the 5th century “these 
waves broke one after another over the West: Vandals, Visigoths, Franks, Alamanni, 
Burgundi”.24 It was a time of gestation, not merely transition. We may quibble with Jen-
ks designation of these mongrel strains of the newly forming Latin West as “Teutonic”25 
communities, but we can hardly dissent from his description of the period as “nursery of 
the Barbarian” and “burial-ground of the Roman”. For Augustine, it was hardly a burial 
ground. His work became the intellectual cornerstone for the whole doctrinal develop-
ment of the Latin Age, for better or for worse, in matters of philosophy and theology 
alike. That is what “Middle Ages” principally means for philosophy: the time between 
the dominance of Greek as the language of philosophy up to the time of Augustine, on 

21 Dawson 1932: 98. See also the general study of Dill 1958.
22 Taylor 1911: 1.
23 Ibid. 3.
24 Hamman 1986: 8.
25 Jenks 1898: v: “for want of a better name”.



 2 ❑ Geography of the Latin Age 21

one side, and the emergence of the modern national languages as a vehicle of philo-
sophical expression in the 17th century and after on the other side; in short, “medieval 
philosophy” is co-terminus with the Latin Age.

Odoacer (c.434–493) was the first barbarian to reign (r.476–493) openly and le git i-
mate ly in Italy. But what had happened, essentially, was that all the so-called “bar barian” 
peop les from the northern frontiers of the empire had effectively made their way inside, 
and when the administrative center of gravity of the empire shifted East, what of Greek 
intellectual cul ture had penetrated the West shifted with it. A new mix of peoples whose 
military and po lit i cal world of practical affairs was framed by the Latin language of the 
old empire was essen tial ly left on its own to forge a new civilization. “Divided from the 
East,” remarks Hamman,26 “the West began its own history at the end of the fourth 
century and above all in the fifth.” But now “the East” is not India and China, it is the 
Greek-speaking peoples of the empire once Roman, now Byzantine; and “the West” is 
not the religious whole of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, but is the Latin-speaking 
peoples of the old Roman empire.

When the empire moved its capital East, its rul ers lit tle realized they were leaving 
behind all the vitality of the intellectual future as well. Pelikan is fond of the aphorism 
“ex Oriente lux”, “the light came from the East”.27 That may be, and be that as it may; 
but, to extend the metaphor, in the intellectual world as in the physical world, as it 
happened not of necessity but in fact, the source of the light did not stand still but 
moved from East to West, and by the time the light was full shining in the civilization 
of the Latin West the civilization of the Greek East passed into the night of extinction. 
The great Lebens welt of Nova Roma, for all its veneer of culture and Greek learning, 
insensibly settled down into the condi tion of an objective world more Umwelt than 
Lebenswelt, closed unto itself as if the human mind had no greater inter pre tive hori-
zon than the relation of objects to itself. The animal en dowed with language settled 
down to comport itself more like any other animal without lan guage, and to live in a 
self-satisfied cocoon of its own making. Content with itself, the nouveau-Greek civi-
lization of Byzantium closed on itself in thought as well as language, but not without 
launching some theological controversies which would signal the eventual break-up 
even of Western Christendom, as dogmatic formulas became litmus tests of orthodoxy 
in the wake of Constantine’s interference in religious affairs.28 If ever a man needed 

26 Hamman 1986: 7.
27 So he titles and so he makes the concluding words of the opening chapter of his splendid study 

of The Spirit of Eastern Christendom (600–1700) (Pelikan 1974: 1 & 7).
28 Hamman (1986: 5) has compared the relation between East and West during the crucial period 

of the so-called barbarian takeover of the Latin regions to “a one-way street”, as follows: “In the course 
of the first centuries, Christianity had put down roots and developed within the political, economic, 
and cultural unity of the Empire. Christianity had found in Greek language and culture a means of 
expression, of unity, and of expansion. The principal Western theologians, Hilary, Ambrose, and 
Jerome, formed part of a spiritual elite which moved at ease in Greek culture. Ambrose, having been 
unexpectedly named bishop, made his theological apprenticeship with the Greek masters Origen and 
Didymus the blind. Jerome and Rufinus opened the West to Greek exegesis and theology. This was, 
however, a one-way street, for there was not to be found in the East the same curiosity with regard 
to the West, even the Christian West. The imperial court established at Constantinople, instead of 
introducing Latin, was itself Hellenized. Only official documents and works of hagiography came to 
be translated into Greek. Augustine himself was little known in the East.”

As early as the fifth century, “there was no longer an exchange between Eastern theologians and 
their Western counterparts”, for the simple truth was that the Greeks had no interest in Latin thinkers, 
and did not even seem to think the Latin language capable of developing the necessary vocabulary and 
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forgiveness for knowing not what he did, the saying applies to Constantine in matters 
of religion!

A thousand years would pass before the civilization which had Constantinople for 
its imperial center would be vanquished by Islamic armies. The “orthodox” theological 
and religious heritage of Byzan ti um at that point would pass to Russia and the other 
Slavic peoples. But in science and philosophy there was virtually nothing to pass. No ad-
dition to human knowledge in these areas independent of theology and religious belief 
accrued under Byzantium, or if it did, it has yet to come to light.29 No doubt the picture 
appears differently to those whose whole or main interest is in religion and theology. 
But even an investigator of such an orientation will find it necessary to take into account 
the harsh light which scholarship casts on the Greek civilization of Con stan ti no ple over 
the course of its history from the point of view of its political, philosophical, and scien-
tific contributions to surviving civilizations.

Imperial Byzantium, “the Christian empire”, as Pelikan emphatically puts it,30 has 
been charged — too glibly, perhaps, but not without reason — with having broken 
Christianity in half over a vowel, and again over a conjunction, in the process of destroy-
ing itself through having seen treason in every heresy. Let us try to get behind the facile 
formulae at least sufficiently to understand the eventual formation and philosophical 
development of a relatively independent Latin Lebenswelt.

The Breaking of Christianity over a Vowel
Constantine not only prepared the way for Christianity to become the official reli-

gion of the state, he also felt entitled to dictate its affairs. Luckily, as we have seen, the 
control of the Greek emperors perished in the Latin West. For one of the most decisive 
differences between the newly nascent Latin civilization and the senescent civilization 
Byzantium turned out to be is this: in the East the Church was subject to state control 
from the start, and the emperor at will raised and deposed its head, the Patriarch of Con-
stantinople; in the West, the Church constantly managed to elude sustained state con-
trol, and its long-acknowledged head, the Bishop of Rome, managed overall to receive 
his election directly from his co-religionists rather than from any one civil ruler as such.

Under the original Roman Empire, Christianity had emerged first as an insignificant 
sect. Later it became sufficiently popular to constitute a perceived threat to the ancient 
religious beliefs of the pagan empire and, as such, to merit persecution. Constantine,  

distinctions to capture the religious dogmas that the East, under the original stimulus of Constantine 
and his Council of Nicea, had seen fit to formulate as guidelines for action by imperial troops and 
enforcers of law generally. Too bad that Augustine, who even in Trinitarian doctrine developed his 
thought independently of the East, in this one area of practical thought followed the Greek example and 
imported into the Latin world the horrible idea of providing (or at least trying to provide) theoretical 
justification for state control of individual conscience, writing, in the first decade of the fifth century 
(Brown 1967: 235), “the only full justification in the history of the early Church of the right of the state 
to suppress non-Catholics”, and so laying himself open to Maisonneuve’s charge (1962) that he was 
the first theorist of the later medieval and early modern institution (for the Protestant ‘Reformers’ too 
would adopt this Augustinian idea) of Inquisition. “Ex Oriente lux” indeed.

Not until Bayle 1686/8 would Augustine’s rationale in this matter meet a full-scale challenge. And 
not until Powell 1960 would a philosopher of religion think to argue, in a text as strangely written as it 
is unique, that the civil establishment of any church based on a claim of divine revelation runs contrary 
to natural law.

29 Cf. Tatakis 1949; Cavarnos 1989.
30 Pelikan 1974: 296.
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as we have seen, turned these persecutions to political and military advantage in the 
waging of civil war. Having won his wars, Constantine established Christianity as the 
official religion of the state. Not content with this, he forced the newly official religion 
to adopt, in effect, propositional criteria of relig ious orthodoxy which could be made, 
in turn, guidelines for action by imperial troops. Under Constantine, and, as Kelly re-
minds us,31 at Constantine’s instance, occurs the transition of early Christian ity from a 
diversity of local churches to a centralized doc trinal authority proposing a propositional 
criterion of orthodox belief. The transition was marked by the Council of Nicea and its 
Creed (325ad).

Neither baptized nor even a catechumen,32 the Emperor Constantine took it upon 
himself to convene at Nicea in 325ad, in the hall of one of his imperial palaces, what 
has come to be known as the First General Council of the Christian Church. The 
then-pope, Silvester I (r.314–335), not only had no participation in the planning of the 
council, but was prevented by illness from so much as attending. He was represented 
personally not even by Western bishops, but, if at all, only by two priests from Rome 
named Vitus and Vincentius.33 On this last point, Ricciotti notes34 that “none of the 
historians of the time who treat of the preparations for the council even mention the 
bishop of Rome.”

The Emperor Constantine himself, having convened it, both presided at this first 
Council and joined in its debates, despite having declared a year previously (in a let-
ter35 to Bishop Alexander of Alexandria, Egypt, and his priest Arius of Baucalis), that he 
considered the principal doctrinal (or, rather, dogmatic) matters before the Council to 
be “problems that idleness alone raises, and whose only use is to sharpen men’s wits”.

Constantine’s own main aim in convening this mother of all general councils — the 
beginning of “dogmatic formulae” — was the establishment of political union, with the 
determination of relig ious “truth” but the means to this end.36 His letter openly stated 
that if he “could induce men to unite” on the subject of “the ideas which all people con-
ceive of the Deity”, then “the conduct of public affairs would be consider ab ly eased”. So 
he did not appreciate disputes, as he put it (those who prefer understatement should love 
this), whose “cause seems to be quite trifling” and whose content derives from ques-
tions “entirely devoid of importance”, in response to which hearers “should have kept 
silence”. Yet out of these “idle problems” came the formulation of the Nicene Creed and 
the first official declaration of a Christian heresy, Arianism, the view that Christ was not 

31 Kelly 1968: 231.
32 See footnote 13 above in this chapter, p. 14.
33 This according to Sozomen i.443/50: Ecclesiastical History, Book I, Ch. xvii, “Of the Council 

convened at Nicaea on account of Arius” (pp. 33–34): “Constantine convened a synod at Nicaea, in 
Bithynia, and wrote to the most eminent men of the churches in every country, directing them to be 
there on an appointed day. ... Julius, Bishop of Rome, was unable to attend on account of extreme old 
age; but his place was supplied by Vito and Vicentius, presbyters of his church.”

34 Ricciotti 1953: 258.
35 Preserved in Eusebius c.339: ii, 64–72 (see esp. 63, 70).
36 Cf. Burckhardt 1880: 313ff., esp. 317: “In view of his own inward neutrality it was not difficult 

for him to keep the Church parties in suspense and not attach himself to any permanently. And so 
he allowed them to conquer in turn, and by energetic interventions provided only that he and his 
power should not be forgotten. ... This attitude his successors failed to understand, because they were 
themselves seriously concerned with the theological questions involved, and they left the party which 
they supported free to use violence and vengeance against its opposition.”
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consubstantial with, but only the first creature of, God. So began the history of Chris-
tian dogma, to which the Latin development of theology in the 13th century was one of 
the principal responses.37

The central issue around which the first Nicene council turned was whether Jesus in 
his divine nature as Logo~ was of the same substance or being (“consubstantial”) with the 
Father, as expressed by the term homoousios? or was Jesus subor di nate to and only similar 
with the Father, homoiousios? The former position, championed especially by Ath a na sius 
(c.293–373), was adopted by the Council and eventually established itself as the Catholic 
or orthodox view. The latter po si tion comes down accordingly as “the Arian heresy”.

It is easy to deride this dispute (surpassing even the lack of penetration exhibited 
in Constan tine’s letter to the principals, bishop Alexander and padre Arius) as a con-
troversy over a single diph thong, as some historians, Gibbon most famously, vainly 
(or inanely) tried to do. But in fact this is one of those not-infrequent cases in which 
the sounds and char acters of language which approach the nearest to each other hap-
pen to represent the most opposite of ideas. The example of the present case became 
vital in the politics of the 4th, 5th, and 6th centuries, as can be seen from the ground that 
Arianism held: Gaul till the Franks under Clovis overthrew the Visigoths under Alaric 
in 507; Vandal Africa and Gothic Italy till Belisaurius (c.505–565, the best general 
of the Eastern Emperor Justinian, r.527–565) tem po rarily recaptured these territories 
for Constantinople in the mid-6th century; Spain till Recared changed the faith of the 
Visigoths there in 589.

When one recalls that Constantine later had himself baptized by one of the very 
bishops condemned in the Council of Nicea,38 one has to wonder what he thought he 
was accomplishing with this large-scale venture into territory about which he seemed 
to understand nothing. Not surprising ly, then, given his official power, his interven-
tions in ecclesiastical questions normally complicated them further (unnecessarily, and 
in often counterproductive ways). History can only say, and that very imperfectly, what 
did occur. We have no way of knowing what would have happened in these matters had 
Constantine, as Emperor, not intervened. But we cannot help but wonder if the various 
questions that arose around Constantine “would not have been settled more speedily 
and completely had he not interfered with so many synods, councils, exiles, and despotic 
persecution”, for the cogent reasons Ricciotti gives:39

The Church with its internal vitality purely religious in origin had already overcome the 
most dangerous crises in the past as those of Gnosticism, Modalism, and the heresy of 
Origen. In Peter’s house everything was put right by the occupants without the work of 
any Caesar ap pearing in the family as a major domo. No emperor had then called coun-
cils, exiled orthodox bishops like Athanasius and Eustathius, or preferred heretical ones 
like the two courtiers Eusebius of Nicomedia and Eusebius of Caeserea.

One must say that the Council of Nicaea produced some good at least by giving a 
profession of faith. This is true. But this orthodox symbol was immediately subjected 
to a process of corrup tion as a result of the peculiar circumstances in which it was com-
posed. ... If other ways had been followed, an orthodox profession of faith would likewise 
have been obtained, but without the police methods, without persecution, without frat-
ricidal quarrels, the sad consequences of which continued for many centuries.

37 See the various sections discussing theology as a discipline (“sacra doctrina”) in Chapter 8 of the 
present work.

38 Recall notes 12 and 13 from p. 14 above.
39 Ricciotti 1953: 291.
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Constantine, being the Caesar of his time, had no trouble giving to Caesar that 
which was Caesar’s. His problem was in not understanding that there are things which 
are not Caesar’s. “He considered it his duty far too often to go into the house of Peter 
to arrange things there. ‘Ahi! Constantin ...’.”40

Matters got even more extreme under Theodosius I, called “the Great”, whose son 
Arcadius, as we saw above,41 embodied the final establishment of the empire of the 
East. For the great theological debates over the Triune nature of God that preceded 
the Nicene Creed continued up to the Council of Constantinople (381ad), which com-
pleted the theological formula which had been established in the Council of Nicea by 
extending to the Third Person of the Trinity the various opinions that Nicea had already 
settled on concerning the Second Per son.42 And in this interim the Emperor Theodo-
sius (r.379–395) entered, in the form of an Imperial Edict dated 28 February 380ad, 
what can be seen in retrospect as an ominous adumbration of the more narrow, sectarian 
and adversative use of the term “Catholic” as it came to dominate modern times in an 
opposition with “Protestant”:43

It is our pleasure that all the nations which are governed by our clemency and moderation 
should steadfastly adhere to the religion which was taught by St. Peter to the Romans; 
which faithful tra dition has preserved; and which is now professed by the pontiff Dama-
sus, and by Peter, bishop of Alexandria, a man of apostolic holiness. According to the 
discipline of the apostles and the doctrine of the gospel, let us believe the sole deity of 
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost; under an equal majesty and a pious Trinity. We 
authorize the fol low ers of this doctrine to assume the title of Catholic Christians; and as we judge 
that all others are extrava gant madmen, we brand them with the infamous name of Heretics; and 
declare their conventicles shall no longer usurp the respectable appellation of churches. 
Besides the condemnation of divine justice, they must expect to suffer the severe penalties 
which our authority, guided by heavenly wisdom, shall think proper to inflict upon them.

40 Ibid.
41 See p. 17ff.
42 So we arrive at the dogmatic formulation of the “Triune God”. According to Kelly (1968: 102), 

the earliest application of the term ‘triad’ to the Godhead dates to c.181 in the Ad Autolycum text of 
Theophilus of Antioch (c.120–c.185/191), where Theophilus ventures that the three Scriptural days 
preceding the creation of the sun and the moon “are types of the triad [triavdo~] of God and his Logos 
and his Sophia. In the fourth place is man, who stands in need of light — so that there might be God, 
Logos, Sophia, Man”. Grant (1970: 53n.3) argues that “this ‘triad’ is not precisely the Trinity, since in 
Theophilus’ mind man can be added to it”; but the construction of Kelly is far the more interesting 
when we consider that to the Triune Godhead precisely, in the Christian dogma, is “man” added in the 
person of Christ.

43 From the Theodosian Code (Mommsen and Meyer, eds. 1905: I.2, 834) XVI, 1, 2 (380 Febr. 
27): “Imppp. gr(ati)anvs, val(entini)anus et the(o)d(osivs) aaa. edictum ad popvlvm vrb(is) 
constantinop(olitanae). Cunctos populos, quos elementiae nostrae regit temperamentum, in tali 
volumus religione versari, quam divinum Petrum apostolum tradidisse Romanis religio usque ad nunc 
ab ipso insinuata declarat quamque pontificem Damasum sequi claret et Petrum Alexandriae episcopum 
virum apostolocae sanctitatis, hoc est, ut secundum apostolicam disciplinam euangelicamque doctrinam 
patris et filii et spiritus sancti unam deitatem sub parili maiestate et sub pia trinitate credamus. Hanc legem 
sequentes Christianorum catholicorum nomen iubemus amplecti, reliquos vero dementes vesaanosque 
iudicantes haeretici dogmatis infamiam sustinere nec conciliabula eorum ecclesiarum nomen accipere, 
divina primum vindicta, post etiam motus nostri, quem ex caelesti arbitrio sumpserimus, ultione 
plectendos. dat. ii kal. mar. thessal(onicae) gr(ati)ano a. v et theod(osio) a. i conss.” I have taken 
the English rendition from Gibbon 1781a: ch. 27, pp. 148–9, after comparing it both with the original 
Latin above and the English trans. of Pharr et al. 1952: 440; and the italics of the translation are mine.



26 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

Such a declaration, coming from an absolute head of state, should serve as a stark 
reminder of the import ance both of subordinating the head of state to a constitutional 
law protecting the rights of citizens as human beings and of separating church from 
state in the affairs of civil life—a twin lesson still only imperfectly learned to this day, 
and notwithstanding the evangelical exhortation not to give to Caesar the things which 
are God’s (such as, pre-eminently, the conscience and thought of the individual human 
being in the working out of systems of belief). In the Latin Age, the Church maintained 
an overall independence of the State, while trying all the while to subordinate the State 
to itself. The contest came eventually to a standoff, but it was directly as a result of the 
many lessons learned in the contest that it became possible for modernity to arrive at the 
historical ideas necessary to institutionalize some separation of Church and State so that 
the idea of individual conscience might have some practical meaning in public life. Had 
the Latin Age not achieved this standoff, in this as in so many areas of public life today, 
there would have been no “modern world”.

The Further Breaking of Christianity over a Conjunction
When it is said that the Greek civilization of Constantinople broke Christianity in 

half a second time over a conjunction, the accusation is not entirely just. The reference 
is to the word “and” added to describe the role of the Son in the procession of the Holy 
Spirit from the Father, the so-called filioque (“and the Son”) controversy: the proposition 
that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son equally, not from the Father 
alone, or from the Father and Son unequally.

But this revision of the official Nicene formula did not arise in the East. It was ini-
tially proposed in 589 by a regional or “local” Church Council at Toledo, Spain, which 
made the original phrase of the Nicene Creed “ex patre procedit” read instead “ex patre 
filioque procedit”. The Greeks protested. They insisted that the Holy Spirit proceeded 
from the Father alone, or at most from the Father by the Son, but certainly not from 
the Father and the Son. As it turned out, the addition to the Nicene Creed of the word 
filioque by a local Latin council kindled a flame of discord which burns unto the pres-
ent time, and became part of the occasion which eventually precip i tated the separation 
of the then-unified Catholic Church into the Greek (or “Orthodox”, more generally) 
Catholic and the Latin Catholic churches, each of which charges the other with schism 
and heresy. By what right, the Greeks in outrage demanded to know at the time, could 
a Latin local council dare tamper with the official formulation arrived at in Greek and 
promulgated by a general council? (Nor, even setting the prideful and linguistic outrage 
aside, is a good answer to the question obvious.)

When, at the turn of the 9th century, Pope Leo III (r.795–816) colluded with Char-
lemagne (r.768–814ad) to re-establish a Western Roman Empire, an event we shall ex-
amine shortly below, it was Charlemagne who was to insist on the importance to faith of 
the Latin filioque formula which the Greeks resisted. Not until the 11th century, in 1014, 
did the Vatican under Pope Benedict VIII (r.1012–1024) enter the filioque officially into 
the Latin creed. Yet, seeing that both the “homoousion” and the “filioque” controversies 
split Christendom for centuries, it is ironic that it was the first Christian emperor in the 
Eastern “Roman Empire” who principally aggra vated the Arian controversy, while the 
first Christian emperor in the reconstituted Western “Holy Roman Empire” was the 
one who principally aggravated the filioque controversy.44

44 On how this latter controversy played out later in the Latin Age, see the “Footnote on the Greek 
Contribution to Latin Europe as Mainly Mediated by Arabic Islam” later in this Chapter, p. 45.
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Philosophy in the Latin Age
Passing over for the moment (until Chapter 4 below) the singular case of Au-

gustine of Hippo, born in (what is now) Algeria, who — save for four years between 
383–387 teaching in the Italian cities first of Rome and then of Milan — passed his life 
in Northern Africa, and who “was to a far greater degree than any emperor or general 
or barbarian war-lord, a maker of history and a builder of the bridge which was to lead 
from the old world [of Greek philosophy] to the new” world of Latin philosophy,45 it 
may be said that, in the West, under Odoacer’s successor, or, rather, his displacer, The-
odoric the Ostrogoth, the Latin Age of Philosophy begins in Italy — by yet another 
bloody tale.

When the empire of Attila the Hun had fallen apart on his death in 453, the Ostro-
goths had entered the paid service of the Eastern emperors to drive all other barbarian 
peoples Westward. Pannonia46 was their reward in land, but as insurance for their be-
havior the Eastern Emperor Leo had taken the son of the Ostrogoth King Theodemir 
to the court at Constantinople as hostage. This lad, The odoric, had been born near 
Vienna two years after Attila’s death. On his father’s death in 475, Leo permitted The-
odoric to become King of the Ostrogoths. Under Theodoric the Ostro goths began to 
cause trouble for the empire, and Leo’s successor Zeno conceived the scheme, some say 
under Theodoric’s suggestion, of killing two birds with one stone by commissioning 
The odoric to conquer Italy and replace Odoacer’s rule with his own. In this event Zeno 
would recognize Theodoric as King of Italy and Patrician of Constantinople, while the 
lands of Italy would supply whatever needs the Ostrogoth still felt wanting from Pan-
nonia and the new Ostrogoth territories along the Danube.

Theodoric invaded Italy. After five years of war Odoacer agreed to a compromise 
peace, and foolishly went with his son to a banquet with Theodoric at Ravenna. At this 
banquet Theodoric, with his own hand, slew Odoacer and slew Odoacer’s son. In the 
court Theodoric established, the figure of Boethius came to the fore, and with Boethius 
the indigenous Latin Age of philo so phy began in Italy.

Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius (c.475–524), after Augustine the most impor-
tant tran sition figure from Greek to Latin philosophy, as we shall see,47 was a man of 
noble Roman birth who loved books and learning, but took time out to serve Theodoric 
as minister, which proved to be a mistake. In the turmoil of Italian political life, Boethius 
was drawn perilously close to a treasonous conspiracy within the Senate against the 
king, close enough, at any rate, that he was tried before Theodoric, adjudged guilty, and 
sentenced to death by garroting. The sentence was meted out on 23 October 524. For 
the next six hundred years, what Boethius had not translated of the works of Aristotle, 
Plato, and the other Greek philosophers — and even some of what he did trans late — 
would be lost to the West48 as it had to make its own way up all over again, and in the 

45 Dawson 1954: 28.
46 An ancient Roma province of central Europe, including present-day western Hungary along 

with parts of Austria, Croatia, Serbia, Slovenia, Slovakia and Bosnia and Herzegovina.
47 See “Boethius” in Chapter 4 below, p. 95ff.
48 Tying the availability of Greek works to the Latin translations of Boethius alone, of course, is 

something of an oversim pli fi ca tion, in which the death of the learned figure of Boethius is made to 
stand as a symbol and synecdoche for the loss of access to the past in its Greek form. The specialist 
interested in the actual details behind such symbolic oversimplifications can consult Muckle 1942 and 
1943. And it should be kept in mind that what was translated and so theoretically available is normally 
quite a different matter from what is commonly known or in general use. Even many of the works of 
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Latin language, to the levels of soaring intellectual vision for the human animal that the 
Greek language had first shown to be possible. Boethius, in other words, was the last 
figure of antiquity who had at his disposal both the full heritage of the Greek writings 
in philosophy and the linguistic skill and knowledge to re-express that heritage in the 
Latin language. The execution of Boethius by Theodoric, along with the baffling refusal 
by Augustine earlier to learn Greek when he well could have, was the beginning of the 
so-called Dark Ages for Latin Europe.

The Proposal to Date Events from the Birth of Christ: the “Christian Calendar”
The beginning of the so-called Dark Ages for Latin Europe was also the beginning of 

the Christian calendar and the beginning of the great tradition of liberal arts education.
In 525 (about a year after Boethius’ death by execution, thus), Dionysius Exiguus 

(“Dennis the Short”, c.470–a.544) suggested that the year of Christ’s birth be used as a 
new method of dating events (the supposed year, as it turned out, since his calculation 
proved to be a little off — perhaps less surprising than the fact that even the heirs of the 
subsequent scholars who exposed his error have yet to tell us full for certain what year 
that birth occurred in, though they tell us it was at least four years bc!). The bc – ad 
system as used through out the present book has become so accustomed with us that it 
is a bit of a surprise to discover that no one even thought of the system until the early 
6th century. And it comes as a bit more of a sur prise to discover that the proposal was 
not adopted by the Latin Church until the 10th century. The Muslim cal endar is older 
than that! So do great events of a time fade from common knowledge and disappear into 
“the past”.

The Origin of the Liberal Arts
The tradition of liberal arts education in the West is rooted in certain conceptions 

(and misconceptions) of Augustine, Boethius, Cassiodorus, and Isidore of Seville; but it 
was Cassio dor us (c.480–573), a contemporary of and noble Roman like Boethius, who 
first pulled the sources together so as to initiate this great tradition. Before touching on 
Cassiodorus, a particular earlier conception of Augustine bears remarking.

Augustine first conceived of the liberal arts as an intellectual discipline whereby the 
soul could in this earthly life attain and maintain a vision of God within itself.49 He got 
this conception from Plotinus50 and, especially, from a now lost work of Porphyry circu-
lated in Latin as De regressu animae, “On the return of the soul”. When he later realized 
that this Neoplatonic Holy Grail was a natural impossibility, Augustine reshaped his 
conception to present the artes liberales instead as the intellectual weapons needed for 
Christians to appropriate truth wherever it might be found, which Augustine deemed to 
be the proper task of Christians.51 This reshaped later conception has proved to be the 
enduring educational ideal.

Aristotle’s logic that Boethius had translated were forgotten and effectively lost in the monastery 
libraries. When, around the time of Abaelard, interest in logic quickened across Europe and these 
forgotten manuscript translations were rediscovered, they led to a revival (c.1100–1200) sometimes 
called “the Boethian Age”, before new and better translations of Aristotle as a whole made the newly 
rediscovered Boethian translations obsolete. 

49 See in Chapter 3, p. 56 below, the third paragraph of text immediately following the epigram, 
and the discussion of the Neoplatonic “turn within”, p. 59.

50 E.g., Enneads 1.3.1. (i.255–263ad#20) and 3.8.2 (i.263–268ad#30).
51 See Augustine ad397: De doctrina Christiana Book II, 11.60 (PL 34, 63).
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The First Medieval Source: Cassiodorus in Italy
The career of Cassiodorus ran parallel to the career of Boethius, but with a longer 

course and happier end. Cassiodorus, too, served as a minister to Theodoric, in the 
capacity of secretary, a post he had also filled for Theodoric’s predecessor, Odoacer, the 
first post-empire ruler of Italy, as we saw above. About 540 Cassiodorus withdrew from 
public life and proceeded to found two monasteries, in connection with which, about 
544–545ad, he wrote a work called the Institutiones divinarum et humanarum lectionum, 
“an encyclopedia of sacred and classical learning”. The second book of these “Institutes”, 
dedicated to classical learning, discusses the “seven liberal arts” of grammar, rhetoric, 
dialectic, arithmetic, music, geometry, and astronomy, arranged under the headings of 
trivium for the first three and quadrivium for the last four. This sevenfold listing Cas-
siodorus took from Martianus Capella52 (c.360–439?; fl.410–439); but Capella borrowed 
from many earlier writers, in particular Marcus Terentius Varro (116bc–26bc), in whose 
(now lost) Disciplinarum libri IX the sevenfold “liberal arts” were already found enumer-
ated and discussed.

The disciplines comprising the trivia — logic, grammar (actually what we would 
now call “composition”), and rhetoric — were also called scientiae sermocinales, the “sci-
ences of language”, because they led to the mastery of the principles and practice of dis-
course, both inner and outer. The disciplines of the quadrivia, by contrast, were called 
the scientiae reales or “substantive sciences” because they concerned not discourse itself 
as an object but the objective theory (arithmetic and geometry) and application (in mu-
sic and astronomy) of mathematics. Thus the “liberal arts” were the arts of mastering 
human discourse and the abstract thinking most distinctive of human understanding, as 
summarized in the following diagram:

The LiberaL arTs 
of Learning and Communication:

Discursive Mathematical

Inner Discourse 
Logic or “DiaLecTic”

Outer Discourse Pure Applied

Writing:
grammar

Speaking:
rheToric

ariThmeTic geomeTry music asTronomy

Diagram: The Seven Liberal Arts

Over the many centuries separating the Latin Age from the present time, the 
notion of liberal arts education has never shifted from its discursive base in the “sci-
ences” of Logic, Grammar or Composition, and Rhetoric (“public speaking”); but 
the interpretation of the quadrivium has undergone more drastic metamorphosis.53 

52 Capella i.410–429.
53 See Deely 1985b: “Semiotic and the Liberal Arts”, The New Scholasticism LIX.3 (Summer), 296–

322, where the problem of “interdisciplinarity” is addressed in semiotic context; then further in Deely 
2009a and 2010.
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The original four remaining “arts” can be regarded in one sense as a general meta-
phor for the university curriculum as a whole. But they can also be regarded, perhaps 
more accurately, as a nascent realization of the crucial role of mathematics in the 
structuring and advancing of the understanding of empirical subject matter gener-
ally, an early Pythagorean realization that found its first culmination in the Galilean 
Revolution inaugurating physics in the modern sense of mathematical physics early 
in the 17th century.54

This second book of Cassiodorus’ Institutes, copied separately and expanded by 
anonymous scholars in the early Latin Age, became the basis for what came to be 
known, and still is known, as “liberal arts education”. The main sources for Cas-
siodorus’ notion of the liberal arts were Boethius, who had a division of knowledge 
of his own adapted from Aristotle’s divis ion, differ ing from the original55 mainly in 
speaking of “doctrinal” rather than “mathematical” speculative science, and in in-
cluding under “doctrinal” astronomical and musical studies as well as arithmetic and 
geometry. Two important points to note in this scheme are, first, that “grammar” 
meant the art of writing with correctness and elegance; and, second, that “dialectic” 
meant a study of logic.

The Second Medieval Source: Isidore in Spain
The second main source in the early Latin Age for what became the tradition of 

liberal arts education came not out of Ostrogothic Italy but from Visigothic Spain, in 
the first three of the twenty books of the Etymologiae of Isidore of Seville (c.560–636), 
covering I. grammar (again in the sense of composition or writing), II. rhetoric and dia-
lectic (or logic), III. arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy. In these books, Isidore 
follows Cassiodorus and Boethius in discussing the division or organization of human 
knowledge. Besides the one adapted from Aristotle, Isidore gives first what is in fact 
the Stoic division,56 but, following Augustine who had mistakenly attributed the Stoic 
scheme to Plato, Isidore does the same. Arithmetic, geome try, music, and astronomy 
here are located under physics (an idea which Isidore mistakenly thinks comes from 
Plato; it would have seemed more appro pri ate to establish mathematics as a co-ordinate 
subdivision with logic under “rational philosophy”); rhetoric is co-ordinated with dia-
lectics under the heading of logic; and ethics is divided, not according to individual, 
domestic (“economic” or “business”), and civil government, but accord ing to the four 
cardinal virtues, prudence, justice, fortitude, temperance.

On the Vitality of Mongrel Strains
Three things are particularly noteworthy about the tradition of liberal arts educa-

tion as a heritage from the early Latin Age.
The first is that while Augustine, Boethius, Cassiodorus, and Isidore of Seville 

served as the principal explicit sources for all later discussions of the liberal arts (Alcuin 
of York, for example, in establishing Charlemagne’s schools, used the Stoic division “of 
Plato” as his point of depar ture), the implicit conceptual source is a cross-fertilization of 
the two original schemes for divid ing the sciences proposed by Aristotle and the Stoics 
in ancient Greek times. The synthesis of the two ancient classifications becomes com-
plete in the so-called didascalia of the 12th century, books introductory to the arts and 

54 See Deely 2001: Chapter 11; Deely 2008.
55 Compare the Aristotelian original schematized in Deely 2001: 91.
56 See schema of the Stoic division in Deely 2001: 98.
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philosophy. One of the most influential of these was the Didascal ion composed (i.1120–
1130) by Hugh of St. Victor (1096–1141).57

The second is that the “liberal arts disciplines” are alike distinguished by the type 
of objectivity according to which they are constituted: unlike scientific disciplines which 
investigate subject matters which have an existence prior to and in various ways inde-
pendent of human understanding, the liberal arts disciplines in every case study a subject 
matter which depends for its very existence on the species-specific activity of the human 
mind. The liberal arts are alike concerned with an object of inquiry which depends on 
the mind itself for coming into being in the first place. They thus may be said to inves-
tigate the objective framework within which human inquiry becomes in the first place 
possible. To use the metaphor attributed to Hegel, any animal can see the blackboard; 
but in the liberal arts we are trying to “see the seeing”. The disciplines constitutive of 
the liberal arts are “interdisciplinary” in that they concern the very framework within 
which disciplinary investi gations become possible in the first place. This is true of the 
disciplines of the trivium and the quadrivium alike, but most fundamentally of the dis-
ciplines of the trivium inasmuch as even the learning of mathematics presupposes the 
learning of language; which leads to the third point.

The third point is that the original foundation of the liberal arts as training in 
speaking, writing, and logic as the means indispensable to mastery of discourse, inner 
and outer, remains, down to the present day, as the core of the tradition of the liberal 
arts. Through all the variations that occur in educational fashion, and throughout the 
eventual inev i table expansion of the so-called “quadrivium” as knowledge grows over 
the centuries, this foundation has endured. Wherever an institution is devoted to the 
growth and communication of learning, so long as effective speaking, writing, and logi-
cal reasoning are prized, the tradition called “liberal arts education” remains alive and 
well.

The tradition of education in the “liberal arts”, in short, like the Latin civilization it-
self that grew out of the wresting of control of the “Western” Roman lands by the invad-
ing “Teutonic” or “barbarian” tribes that invaded from the North, is a mongrel strain.

The Contribution of Islam to Philosophy in the Latin Age
The Eastern Empire not only left behind it the heartland of Europe and its original 

language. It soon enough lost Syria, Egypt, Sicily, North Africa and Spain to the Mus-
lims, to those who professed Islam, a religion that originates only in the 7th century ad. 
This subject opens a book in itself, but as our concern here is with an overview, it may 
suffice to note three things.

Where the Light Was When Europe Went Dark
The first of our three things to be noted is that, from about the 8th to the 13th cen-

tury, the nations of Islam, not those of Europe or Byzantium, created the most vital Leb-
enswelt of human culture. The intel lectual vigor of Muslim civilization in those years 
was the true successor to the spirit and learning of ancient Greece, with great centers 
of learning especially at Baghdad, and in Spain at Cordova and Seville. “Within four 
hundred years of its foundation,” Southern summarizes:58

57 The abbey of St. Victor was founded by William of Champeaux in 1108, when Hugh was about 
twelve. We will shortly meet Will iam of Champeaux in Chapter 6 below, as a champion of medieval 
(Platonic) realism and teacher of Peter Abaelard.

58 Southern 1962: 8.
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Islam had run through phases of intellectual growth which the West achieved only in the 
course of a much longer development. So much has been lost that it is difficult to speak 
with any exactness, but it is certain that the Islamic countries produced a greater bulk 
and variety of learned and scientific works in the ninth, tenth, and eleventh centuries 
than medieval Christendom produced in any similar length of time.

... between the Latin and the Moslem worlds ... there was also an almost complete 
diversity of intellectual heritage. When the ancient world fell apart into its separate 
parts, Islam became the chief inheritor of the science and philosophy of Greece, while 
the barbarian West was left with the literature of Rome. ... Greek thought was taken 
over without a break from the schools of the Hellenic world into the courts and schools 
of Islam....

Philosophy in Islam found expression in the works of such men as al-Kindi, c.803–870; 
al-Farabi, c.870/72– 950; Ibn Sina or Avicenna, 980–1037; al-Ghazali, 1058–1111; and 
Ibn Rushd or Averroes, 1126–1198. Averroes used to refer to Aristotle as “the Philoso-
pher”, a title which came to be universally adopted among the Latins, for whom Aver-
roes himself came to be referred to as “the Commentator”.

The wealth of Greek culture survived in texts in Syria, both in Syriac and Greek 
versions. The Islamic heads of state appreciated and promoted learning among their 
peoples. From 750 to 900ad, translations from every manuscript of Syriac, Greek, 
Pahlavi, and Sanskrit were made into Arabic. At the center of all this ferment were, in 
particular, the works of Aristotle, along with the works of Greek medicine by Galen and 
Hippocrates, mathematical works, and the 2nd century astronomical work of Ptolemy 
best known as the Almagest, a name which attaches to that masterpiece from its Arabic 
version. But Aristotle was brought into Arabic translation by minds influenced heav-
ily by Neoplatonic ideas, that is, by ideas which couched Plato in the interpretation of 
Plotinus and of Porphyry and which presented Aristotle as the author of the 5th century 
Neoplatonic treatise, The Theology of Aristotle. This last work reconciled Aristotle with 
Plato, but only by turning both of them into Neoplatonists, which neither of them were. 
The Neoplatonizing tendency was accentuated as Muslim scholars sought to reconcile 
Greek philosophy with the Koran as the revealed word of God — something that, anal-
ogously, the European Christians, too, were inclined to do in their attempts to reconcile 
Greek philosophy with the Bible as revealed word of God. In both cultures, Islamic and 
Latin, by the nature of the case, the influence of Aris  totle was always most pure in his 
logical writings.

One of the Most Astonishing Events in the History of Thought: 
The Arab Mediation of Greek Intellectual Freedom to Latin European Civilization

The second thing to be noted is that it was not directly from Greece, still less from 
Byzan tium, that Europe in the Latin Age was put into contact with the ancient sources 
of scientific, medical, and philosophical learning. It was from the literature of Islam 
translated from Arabic into Latin, especially from the centers of learning in Muslim 
Spain, “a transplantation of books and ideas”, Pelikan observes approvingly,59 “that has 
been called ‘the most astonishing event in the history of thought’.”

And one of those astonishing events indeed it was. When, about the middle of the 
12th century, Europe is awakened to almost the full range of Greek learning and es-
pecially to the architectonic organization of rational inquiry set forth in the works of  

59 1974: 273. The remark approvingly cited is from Southern 1962: 9. Compare the remark of Nasr 
1996: 27, cited in note 61, p. 34 below.
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Aristotle, it is to Islamic civilization that it owes its intellectual awakening, as if Byzan-
tium did not exist. From that influx comes alike modernity and postmodernity, to the ex-
tent both depend upon the structures of higher learning that we call universities, which 
provide the principal mainstays of intellectual development as we enter the 21st century.

For whatever reason, the Islamic heads of state in this period took a serious interest 
in and promoted intellectual life and learning at the highest levels of the state. They saw 
to it that, whenever new books were acquired in the progressive conquest of Byzantine 
lands, these books were translated. Had this tradition continued, there is no telling how 
far the growth of Islamic civilization would have gone, perhaps even so far as to gestate 
the scientific revolution that will instead come as the Latin Age transitions into the 
national languages of early modern philosophy and ideoscopy claims its proper place in 
the development. But the trend was not to last.

Medieval Islam Beheads Itself
The final thing to be noted about philosophy in Islam was its ultimate extinction — 

not in individual thinkers, of course, who continue to crop up in Islam as everywhere 
else, but as a force in the shaping of the institutions and laws of the state and intervening 
in any effective way between the religious teaching and the civil power of the state. In 
orthodox Islamic society, government, law, and morality are all based by right upon the 
religious creed as revealed in the Koran. As in orthodox Judaism, the texts accepted as 
the basis of all life, civil as well as personal, prescribe so much in detail that little room is 
left in principle either for private conscience or for an exercise of spec u lative reason that 
takes its warrant from experience first of all by way of abduction, and its measure from 
deductions drawn in the development of hypotheses always with an eye to inductive 
verifications (i.e., “retroductions”60) in a spiral of semiosis toward the infinite. In a word, 
the abdication in principle and in detail of all judgment to the religious interpreters of 
sacred texts, for which Islam as a civilization opted after the 12th century, left no room for 
the development in its tradition of the way of thinking called in postmodern times “prag-
maticism”, a development of what appears in medieval thought as “Scholastic realism”.

This unfortunate turning point was marked principally by the writings of al-Ghazali 
— Abu Hāmid Muhammad ibn Muhammad at-Tūsī al-Ghazālī (1058–1111). Because 
reason depends upon sensation, he argued, we need a surer guide to truth than reason 
can provide. The civilization that relies on reason ends in universal doubt, intellectual 
bankruptcy, moral deterioration, and civil collapse, from all of which only reliance on 
the guidance of revelation can save us. So argued his famous book, the Tahafut al-Falasi-
fah, The Incoherence of Philosophy (c.1095). Luckily for him, he of course knew exactly 
where alone the saving revelation was to be found. In his Ihya Ulum al-Din, Reviv al of the 
Science of Religion, he expounded and defended the Hadith (the traditions preserved by 
learned men of the Prophet’s customs and conversations) and the Koran as containing 
the answers to every possible question of human concern and science.

After al-Ghazali would yet come “the Commentator”, Averroes (1126–1198), as 
before him had come the great Avicenna (980–1037). Averroes wrote a rebuttal of al-
Ghazali under the title of Tahafut al-Tahafut (The Incoherence of the Incoherence, c.1180). 
He argued powerfully for the necessity of reason to hold its own ground, and for the 
need to work out symbolic and allegorical inter pre tations of religious doctrine where 
scriptures literally taken run afoul of science. Yet not even Averroes’ rebuttal managed 
to turn the tide.

60 On this terminology, see the stipulations in Deely 2009: esp. 209n4. 
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Averroes seemed to argue not for a relative autonomy of faith and reason, such as 
Aquinas would later promulgate, but for an absolute autonomy of reason under which 
faith pro vides superstitions necessary for the uneducated masses unable to rise to the 
intellectual paths of scientific and philosophical reason. Perhaps it was by going too far 
that he lost everything. In 1150 the Caliph at Baghdad had burned all the philosophical 
writings of Averroes under his power. In 1194 the Emir at Seville did the same, add-
ing a ban on the study of philosophy and urging his subjects to burn whatever books of 
philosophy they might find whenever and wherever they might find them. Among the 
Latins, the recondite commentaries of Averroes on Aristotle were prized and influential. 
But among his own people he became a “prophet without honor”.

Al-Ghazali had won a victory for which Islam continues to pay the price. For after 
him the civilization which had carried the torch of learning and speculation while Eu-
rope went dark, and which had passed that torch back to Europe at the cresting of the 
Latins’ so-called dark age, itself went dark. The hermeneutics of Hadith and the Koran 
indulged that singular capacity of mind-dependent being to multiply relations upon 
relations in the justification of positions literally unjustifiable, just because they hap-
pened to occur in a context considered sacred by the people of the book and therefore 
to be adhered to literally, at whatever cost, by the device of an infinite semiosis in the 
service of closing, rather than opening, the mind.61 It was not that way in Islam from the 
beginning. Too simplistic is the remark by Akhtar62 that “ever since the first currents 
of Hellenic philosophy overwhelmed the simple literalism of the Muslim creed, Islamic 
‘orthodoxy’ has never ceased to frown on the power of philosophy to plague its labours.” 
The 12th century clash between orthodoxy as represented by al-Ghazali and philosophy 
as represented by Averroes did not have to turn the way it did, and the Islamic culture 
under better sages (and political figures) may one day open again. But from the time of 
al-Ghazali well into our 21st century, so in fact has Islamic culture turned: to the sup-
port of fundamentalist civilization where tradition does not suffer gladly nor far tolerate 
intrusions of independent reason ing.

The sense of the relative autonomy of rational thought in the sphere of human 
exper i ence, so strong in parts of the mainstream of the Latin Age as arguably to con-
stitute its distinctive heritage, thus came to be stifled in Islam, as it was throughout 
most of civilization except for first the early Greek and later the Latin predecessors to 
postmodernity. (The case of the Enlightenment is clouded by its error in thinking that 

61 Could the point be made more unequivocally than in this sympathetically intended summary 
of Nasr (1996: 27): “Viewed from the point of view of the Western intellectual tradition, Islamic 
philosophy appears as simply Graeco-Alexandrian philosophy in Arabic dress, a philosophy whose 
sole role was to transmit certain important elements of the heritage of antiquity to the medieval 
West. If seen, however, from its own perspective and in the light of the whole of the Islamic tradition 
which has had a twelve-century-long continuous history and is still alive today, it becomes abundantly 
clear that Islamic philosophy, like everything else Islamic, is deeply rooted in the Qur’ān and Hadīth. 
Islamic philosophy is Islamic not only by virtue of the fact that it was cultivated in the Islamic 
world and by Muslims but because it derives its principles, inspiration and many of the questions 
with which it has been concerned from the sources of Islamic revelation despite the claims of its 
opponents to the contrary.” In short, we face here all over again the confusion of those who would 
speak of “Indian philosophy” while relying on revelation, the confusions of Augustine and others 
in speaking of “Christian philosophy” (which we will expose in Chapter 8). Philo so phy is but a 
distinctive manner of intellectual exercise, neither Western nor Eastern, still less — and in this lies 
its main contrast with theology, as indicated in our Preamble to the present work — sectarian in the 
religious sense. 

62 Akhtar 1996:162.
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ideoscopy could displace cenoscopy without remainder, whence springs the extreme 
of secularism stifling religious thought even as religious dogmatists stifled cenoscopy’s 
natural maturation in the ideoscopic sciences; but that is another story of another price 
we are still paying, a story requiring a book of its own.63) Islam fell into the same trap 
that all other institutionalized religious systems, East and West alike, have fallen into 
when their adherents gained control of the mecha nisms of the state, the mistake of 
asserting the abso lute autono my of faith. What “absolute autonomy” in this context 
means is a religious be lief articulated in propositions incapable of being proved (and, 
hence, incap a ble of being known to be true insofar as experi ence provides the means 
of rat ionally testing propo si tions) but asserted as necessarily accepted by anyone who 
is “saved” and as criterial for deciding whatever issues arise in whatever sphere of life 
to which the re lig  ious authority cares to extend itself, even through civil, police, or 
military means.

Only this last move is fatal for philosophy. For once the “People of a Book” make 
this move, once absolute autonomy is accorded to the claims of religious authority 
“speaking for God”, there is no longer any room for an interpretive scheme grounded 
elsewhere than in the cultural exegesis of the sacred text — no room, that is to say, for 
an interpretive scheme that cannot be subordinated to and adjudicated by a scriptural 
exegesis. This is a delicate point, a line not easy to draw, and in Islam, as in Ju da ism or 
Christian “fundamentalism”, the orthodox were not able to draw it. In 784, a Persian 
poet was decapitated for assert ing the superiority of his verses to those of the Koran; 
and in the 1990s we have the case of a novelist placed under sentence of death, a “fatwa”, 
for writing a book64 that the Ayatollah Khomeini of Iran (c.1900–1989) deemed insuf-
ficiently respectful of the Koran. (The Ayatollah is dead, but the fatwa remains in effect, 
the targeted author under special guard; perhaps till nature itself executes the fatwa?)

There are cases like that in the Latin Age. But the whole thrust of the civilization 
that comes out of Latin Europe, especially since 1648, has been to put a collar on the 
forces of inquisition and to develop the human possibilities of exploration and control 
of the physical world. The philoso phy the Latin West developed has alone provided the 
intellectual framework justifying the relative spheres of faith and reason and the relative 
autonomy of the hermeneutic (or interpretive pro ce dures) proper to each. Unless we 
wish to adopt an attitude of radical cultural relativism, maintaining that there is really 
nothing to choose between a civilization which has worked out a framework of relative 
autonomy for faith and reason and a civilization which rests on a framework of absolute 
autonomy for faith residing in the official spokesmen for the interpretation of the texts 
taken as divinely revealed who control by right and principle all public expression of 
thought and behavior within the state, this end-of-the-20th century affair (even over 
an author supercilious to a fault by many accounts) is no mere matter of “journalism”. 
Such an affair needs to be seen as a symptom of a profound philosophical and cultural 
problem rooted in the failure of some major currents of contemporary civilizations to 
recognize the coming of age of human understanding on its own ground of experience. 
This age includes, while remaining relatively autonomous with respect to, claims of 
religious authority as derived from divinely revealed texts and divinely sanctioned tradi-
tions. The symptomatic nature of the affair (what makes the “Rushdie affair”, we might 

63 See my analysis (Deely 2008) of “the crossroad of signs and ideas”, which derailed the proper 
maturation of cenoscopy respecting the emergence of ideoscopy, and so unbalanced the modern 
development in ways that Marxism in particular would come to emphasize in the later modern centuries.

64 Salman Rushdie, The Satanic Verses (London: Viking Penguin, 1988).
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say, a shmeivon not to be glossed over nominalistically) MacDonogh65 in par tic u lar has 
tried to bring out by the symbolic device of asserting to have edited his book “in associa-
tion with Article 19” of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
which rejects the cultural relativism of absolute state autonomy, whether civil or reli-
gious, in the proposition: “Everyone has the right of freedom of opinion and expression; 
this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive, 
and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers”.

Insofar as failures of the type illustrated by “the Rushdie affair” remain embodied 
in structures of state power and government, we face an aspect of civilization which 
menaces what Maritain liked to call “the freedom of the intellect”, by which he meant 
simply the right of the human individual to reach opinions through the experience of 
life and to express these opinions in judgments that may or may not be favorable to the 
dogmas asserted by authori ties as obligatory or to the political preferences of a party in 
power. From this point of view, the literature that has grown up around the “Rushdie 
Affair”66 takes on the larger significance of an importance for the long run, and is worth 
pondering. But above all should it be understood that what is at stake here is not an issue 
of “diversity”, but a structural issue of the formation within civilization of institutions 
capable of sustaining inquiry, which is a matter quite distinct from psychological and 
sociological diversity and “individual preferences”.

Like the separation of church and state in America as a modern achievement of 
practical thought, the achieve ment of the later Latins of a balance between faith and 
reason in the sphere of speculative thought is a monumental but precarious achievement 
of civilization, never won cleanly, for once and all, but achieved rather “inchmeal”, as 
Levy said:67

Reasonable people should have learned by now that morality can and does exist without 
religion, and that Christianity is capable of surviving without penal sanctions. The use 
of the criminal law to assuage affronted religious feelings imperils liberty ... [Blasphemy 
laws] are reminders too that the feculent odor of persecution for cause of conscience, 
which is the basic principle upon which blasphemy laws rest, has not yet dissipated.

Nor in full will it likely ever! But there is a great difference between a philosophical 
tradition which has so leavened civilization as to make such laws legal relics and areas of 
civilization which have remained impermeable to any such leavening and have resisted 
in principle the doctrinal development of any such tradition. (Nor should we forget the 
late-modern inverse secular counterpart of religious intolerance of free dom of the intel-
lect such as we witnessed, for example, in the ill-fated experiment of the “Soviet Union”. 
There is not only the problem of faith seeking to dominate or suppress reason; there is 
also the problem of reason seeking to eliminate even legitimate possibilities of belief. 
The thought-control mentality can operate through secular institutions no less than 
through religious ones, and this ‘secular inversion’ of the mentality represents in the 
early 21st century a greater challenge to the delicate experiment of balancing or “sepa-
rating” church and state than does the religious original which inspired the Enlighten-
ment experiment to begin with.) I think the leavening depends upon a recognition of 

65 MacDonogh ed. 1993.
66 A sampling: Brennan 1989; Appignanesi and Maitland, Eds. 1990; Pipes 1990; Harrison 1992; 

MacDonough Ed. 1993; Levy 1993; Braziller 1994.
67 Levy 1993: ix; and 579.
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the relatively autonomous spheres of “faith and reason”, in the traditional phrase. The 
civil structure resulting from such a leavening in time is at each moment jeopardized 
by the new generations, which have not the historical depth to grasp how important it 
is to the human spirit that it be allowed to develop as the cutting edge of high civiliza-
tion a community of in quirers. Yet it is on this development above all that a “scientific 
intelligence”, as Peirce liked to say, the formation over the centuries of a “community of 
inquirers”, depends.

For a “scientific intelligence” depends precisely on a community of inquirers,68 think-
ers and re search ers with both a confidence in the long run and an appreciation of the fact 
that present thought owes part of its meaning to what will be discovered and thought 
in the future — discovered not only by this or that generation, but rather by succeeding 
generations in a semiosis, an action of signs, that opens to the infinite not mainly within 
the objective structures of mind-dependent being, but precisely as those structures in-
terlace with another infinite entirely, the infinity of nature as including its dependency 
(as will be discussed in Chapter 8) on a transcendent source of existence.

This was the infinity of what the medievals liked to call “real being” (in its staunch 
inde pen dence of the vagaries and wistful constructions of every finite intelligence) and 
“transcen dent al being” (in its capacity to instruct us as to the requirements existence as 
finite beings in a physical universe imposes upon us). The forging of such a community 
appears as a natural finality for the species of linguistic animal if we wish to flourish to 
the fullness of our own capacity as the ani mals who not only use, but also know, both 
that there are signs and that the action of signs alone provides the veins and arteries 
through which the lifeblood of intelligence can circulate.

The Role of Mythology in the Shaping of the Latin Age
The Latin Age was no more prone than any other to the inveterate dishonesty of 

individuals and social groups in pursuit of their various interests. But at a time when 
superstition loomed large and scholarship had but a tenuous footing, when the means of 
communication were frail and slow and the general level of learning low to nonexistent, 
fraud naturally had a larger stage on which to play.

There are those who object to the use of such terms as “fraud” and “forgery” in these 
matters, as we will have occasion to examine in Chapter 5 when treating the remarkable 
case of Pseudo-Dionys i us,69 which had so great a shaping influence on the philosophy 
and theology of the Latin Age that not even the eventual exposure of the fraud could, 
after more than 800 years of influence, erase that influence. This was the case most 
important for philosophy (not to mention ecclesiology); but it was far from the only 
case where “the edifice has subsisted after the foundations have been undermined”. And 
if we refuse to speak of “fraud” and “forgery” in these affairs, we may as well abandon 

68 It is no accident that a Chinese individual first invented gunpowder, another movable type; yet 
nothing came of these discover ies within the socio-cultural context of an “ancient” civilization that had to 
wait for “foreign influence” to establish in 1898 its first university, of which even the name is in jeopardy 
for nationalistic linguistic considerations, the very considerations that precluded universities in the first 
place as indigenous cultural flowerings.

69 I have in mind the discussion of “Neoplatonic Influences on the Latin Age” below, p. 106ff.; and 
in particular the discussion of the term “fraud” on its first occurrence in the main text, p. 109, note 
21 in Chapter 4 below, where we also discuss “forgery” as a term and the propriety of the application 
of such terms to the type of context we are considering, especially for the three cases of the Pseudo-
Dionysian writings in Chapter 4 and, in this chapter, the Donation of Constantine (p. 38ff.) and the 
Forged Decretals (p. 44ff.) palmed off by Pseudo-Isidore.
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the very idea of critical history, with truth not far behind. Better to follow the saying of 
Augustine:70 “We are blessed not by seeing angels but by seeing truth”; and the truth is 
that the role of nonbeing in the Latin sense71 in the shaping of the affairs of human civi-
lization would not be easily overestimated, nor is civilization itself understandable if we 
are not critically to evaluate the factors that go into the ongoing process of transforming 
the Umwelt of the human animal into the Lebenswelt of the human animal. For what 
Le Goff says of the civilization con  sti tut ing the Latin Age, mutatis mutandis, holds true 
of every civilization before and since: “the society”, he says,72 “can only be understood if 
one shows how its material, social, and political realities were penetrated by symbolism 
and the imaginary world”. Such late modern philosophies as positivism and other vari-
ants which purported to present in formal logic and mathematical technique the sure 
avenue to every truth could gain a fol lowing only by a singular ignorance and ignoral of 
history, both in general73 and in the Latin Age in particular.

The conditions of the 7th through 10th centuries made it natural that the medievals 
devel oped a special fondness for forging documents. There were forged gospels; forged 
decretals to serve as ecclesiastical weapons; forged mystical and religious writings to try 
to shape Christian belief; forged philosophical writings to gain a ready audience and 
wide influence; forged charters by which monks sometimes won royal grants for their 
monasteries; and forged charters to give some Cambridge colleges a false antiquity. 
Lanfranc, Archbishop of Canterbury (c.1005–1089), is even said by the papal Curia to 
have forged a charter to prove the antiquity of his See.

But two forgeries toward the end of the so-called Dark Ages, the 8th century “Dona-
tion of Constantine” and the 9th century “False Decretals”, had so fundamental a tenor 
and large a cast that they lent their content, like the pseudosophy and pseudology of Pseu-
do-Dionysius, to the shaping of the Latin Age as a whole. For between the Donation and 
the Decretals was sandwiched the restoration in the West of a Roman Empire, not one in 
which the Bishop of Rome was to be, like the Patriarch of Constantinople, the Emperor’s 
domestic chaplain, but one in which the Pope was to be sovereign in the realm of religion 
and possessed of a claim on the Emperor’s support should he choose to call upon him.

Like most powerful historical myths, these used to re-establish in a new frame a 
Western Empire took root from important actual historical circumstances, details of 
which became buried in the sands of time. How to pin down the growth of nonbeing 
from being in actual cases?

The Mythical Donation of Constantine
We have already examined the actual circumstances of Constantine’s rise to power, 

of his found ing of Nova Roma to seat the empire in the East, and of his slow-motion 
“conversion” to Christianity. The eleven years preceding his deathbed baptism are  

70 “Non videndo Angelos beati sumus, sed videndo veritatem”, entry #82 under “Veritas” in 
Lenfant 1665. The next entry is equally à propos: “Non aliunde sapiens Angelus, aliunde homo; aliunde 
ille verax, aliunde homo; sed ab una incommutabili sapientia et veritate.” The citations, however, are 
from Augustine’s De vera religione of 390/1, cap. 55, par. 110; and in the two editions of the work I was 
able to inspect (the Maurist ed. of 1700, tome I, col. 588 top; and the Corpus Christianorum ed. of 1962: 
258) the term “angel” of the #82 entry occurs in the singular (thus “an angel”) rather than plural form.

71 See particularly “Nonbeing in Latin Philosophy”, in Chapter 8, p. 266; and now also Purely 
Objective Reality (Deely 2009b).

72 Le Goff 1988: viii.
73 See Deely 2006, and 2001: Chap. 15; and Todorov 1977.
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particularly difficult to understand. Of the killings he instigated in this last period of his 
life, Ricciotti remarks:74

it is difficult to find a reason. These acts, apart from being very unpleasant in themselves, 
are covered by the veil which we have already found in the life of Constantine.75 The 
crimes [of the last decade of his life in particular] are in semidarkness and we can barely 
see the actual deeds and nothing of the motives for which they were committed, not 
even of the advantages of them to their author.

The actual facts as we know them from today’s scholarly vantage, however, are not 
the “facts” as they impacted on the Latin world’s development of its distinctive indig-
enous Lebenswelt, for better or for worse. For the actual events became among the 
Latins lost in the wrappings of a mythology powerful enough de cis ively to affect the 
shaping of the indigenous Latin Age of the West, particularly in the shape the contest 
between civil and ecclesiastical authority took among the Latin nations, despite the his-
torical unreality of the Latin mythology as regards the actual 4th century events in the 
constituting of the Greek East as seat of the ancient empire.

The being of history and the nonbeing of discourse at this point intersect to create 
what Llewellyn has described76 as “a full historical and legal background to form the 
basis of papal government throughout the Middle Ages.” For “considering the time of 
the composition of” the constitutum Constantini, as Ullmann remarks,77 “it could have 
meaning only as regards the Eastern empire”: “the real object” of the forgery “was the 
emancipation of the papacy from the imperial framework”.

Let the facts be what they are. To them must be added the announcement, approxi-
mately four and a half centuries after the official opening of Nova Roma, in an epis tle 
by Pope Hadrian I (r.772–795) to Charlemagne, of the existence of the Donation of 
Constantine, “Constitutum Constantini”,78 a document of a legal significance hardly to 
be underestimated, pur portedly dating from the 4th century. According to this forgery, 
the first of the Christian emperors had come down with leprosy, and was both healed 
of the dreaded disease and purified in the waters of baptism by the Roman bishop Pope 
St. Silvester I (r.314–335). And never was a healer of souls or bodies recompensed more 
glor iously: the royal proselyte withdrew from the seat and patrimony of St. Peter; he 
declared his resolu tion of founding a new capital in the East; and he resigned to the 
popes the free and perpetual sovereignty of Rome, Italy, and the provinces of the West 
— “omnes Italiae seu occiden tal ium regionum provincias loca et civitates”. This vast estate, 
in effect, the Western empire, was the pope’s to do with as he pleased. What pleased 
him, in the person of Hadrian’s successor, Pope Leo III (r.795–816), as it turned out, 
was to re-establish in the West a new Roman Empire, what would eventually (only after 
1155ad to be exact) be called the Holy Roman Empire.

74 Ricciotti 1953: 273.
75 Ricciotti is referring to such matters as the early “biographers” of Constantine, who deliberately 

present his life in a favorable light by omitting mention of crucial facts (see the gloss on Eusebius 
c.339 in the References, p. 428), the attempt of the Eastern Church to list him in the calendar of 
saints, and in general the bias to insist that the first emperor to become Christian must be regarded 
favorably by history.

76 Llewellyn 1971: 210.
77 Ullmann 1962: 81. A teleology of history, then, would warrant this or any similarly aimed 

forgery: “argumentum est ficta res, quae tamen fieri potuit”.
78 The basic text is presented in Williams 1964.
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The “Holy” Roman Empire
We deal here with one of the main pieces of the political geography of medieval Eu-

rope of which the student of philosophy should not be ignorant, because it contributed 
importantly to the frame within which the university world of high medieval philosophy 
would soon begin to take form. This part of the story is rooted in the 742–814ad reign 
of Charlemagne, the most successful of the medieval kings. On Christ mas day of the 
year 800 in the church of St. Peter, Pope Leo III placed on the head of Charlemagne 
kneeling in prayer a jeweled crown, and the congregation, which could hardly have so 
performed without instruction beforehand, thrice cried out according to the ancient 
ritual of the senatus populusque Romanus confirming a coronation, “Hail to Charles Au-
gustus, crowned by God the great and peace-bringing Emperor of the Romans!”.

The general plan for this coronation was familiar and welcome to Charlemagne, 
though there is reason to believe that the actual moment of the event came as a surprise 
to him. There is also reason to believe that the Pope had well in mind on the occa-
sion the potential power of the symbolism of a civil ruler who received his authority 
and crown from the Vicar of Christ; for such symbolism could not be unhelpful in 
future confrontations between throne and altar.79 The so established Roman Em pire of 
Charlemagne was not wholly legal, but neither was it merely fiction. It rested on and 
reflected the military victories cease lessly and relentlessly won by Char le magne since he 
had become King in Germany in 771ad.

Charlemagne had also a great interest in learning. Thirteen years before his impe-
rial coronation he had begun in 787 a series of initiatives in education, under the direc-
tion especially of Alcuin of York (732–804), whom Charlemagne brought to Aachen in 
782. These initiatives led to the first instance in history of something like a free and 
gen eral education. Charlemagne imported first Alcuin, and then, under Alcuin’s guid-
ance, teachers from Ireland, Britain, and Italy.80 By com parison with the centers of 
learning at the time in Constantinople, Baghdad, and Cordova, the network of Char-
lemagne’s schools was feeble. But out of them would come in a few centuries the univer-
sities first of Europe and then of the New World, centers of learning and inquiry that 
would establish the frontiers of a postmodern community of inquiry as global. It was a 
question of getting an infrastructure in place, and the importance of such a contribu-
tion, Charlemagne’s contribution, needs to be appreciated. All of this, Pope Leo III well 
understood, could only be consolidated and strengthened should Charlemagne hold 
the title of Roman Emperor. And according to the terms of the Donation of Constan-
tine, this title was Leo’s to confer. Pay attention to one of the best student’s of this dark 
historical moment:81

Far be it from me to imply that Leo III made such use of the donation as to infer from 
it his right to restore the empire and its constitutional theory. By most of the critics this 

79 When the occasion for such a coronation arose under the European circumstances of 1804, 
Pius VII was in the place of Leo III and Napoleon was in the place of Charlemagne. But, mindful of 
the potency of the earlier symbolism, Napoleon arranged for the coronation to be held not in Rome 
but in Paris. And, when the crucial moment for crowning arrived, to avoid any repetition of the old 
ambiguities, Napoleon took the crown and placed it on his head by his own hands. (Of course, his 
empire did not last as long as Charlemagne’s either.)

80 The backbone of the effort was monastic culture, particularly Benedictine monastic culture. See 
Leclerq 1961.

81 Duchesne 1898: 120.
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document is dated back to the beginning of the year 744; it was manufactured at Rome, 
probably at the Lateran, the very place where Leo was, at that time, beginning his ca-
reer in the administration of the sacristy. It is more than likely, therefore, that there was 
something in common between the idea with which it is inspired and the conceptions 
of the Pope and his party with regard to the theoretical, or, at least, desirable, relations 
between the two powers [ecclesiastical and civil, in the year ad800]. As may readily 
be imagined, such notions were not calculated to please Char le magne. It is doubtful 
whether he had any very definite idea of the extent of the ancient imperial power. Times 
were changed, and not even so mighty a king as himself, not even the Byzantine succes-
sors of the true empire, could lay claim to an authority as absolute as that of a Trajan or 
a Constantine. In the West, especially, the military aristocracy — the forerunners of the 
feudal system — were a force to be reckoned with.

In short, Christmas Day, 800, had been witness of a great and remarkable event, 
the full importance of which was not understood at the time. And this is not an isolated 
instance of the kind.

The idea behind the papal coronation was to restore the original Roman imperium, 
but with a decidedly new twist. The new twist, present from the beginning of schemes 
for the “restor a tion”, was that the new Western Roman Empire should be supported by 
and supportive of the Christian Catholic Church of Rome, and supportive specifically 
of the person and prerogatives of the bishop of Rome, the pope.

If the pope already held from Constantine rights over the whole of the West, then, 
in consecrating for the West a new emperor for the handling of civil affairs, the pope 
would only be acting within his rights. The new emperor, in turn, would hold his rights 
as emperor from his consecrator the pope. In Pope Leo’s mind, the new entity would 
thus be a way to counter the subservience to the state which had characterized the 
Eastern church from the time of Con stan tine. It would be the principal foundation 
stone on which the autonomy of the religious sphere in public life could be practically 
made to rest. The false Donation of Constantine, in short, “expresses very clearly the 
concep tion of the new imperial régime which the Romans (and in particular the Roman 
clergy) adopted more and more definitely as time went on”.82 This is the conception of 
a benevolent, gracious, and protective sov e reign, who would leave Rome and Church 
affairs to the Pope, who would reside far from Rome, but who would come to the aid of 
Rome if summoned for any special difficulty.

Of course, there was a problem. Not everyone, even at the time, accepted the forg-
ery as genuine. The Greek monarch already had the title of Roman Emperor. However 
faint and fictive events had made that title in its substance by the time of the 9th century, 
the Greek monarch of Constantinople yet retained full, sole historic and legal right to 
that title. Moreover, the ancient empire had considerably greater antiquity than the 
Church. Never in the past, not at any point prior to the surprise revelation of Hadrian 
I’s letter, had the Church had or claimed any rec og nized authority to convey or transfer 
the title of Roman Emperor.

The involvement of the papacy in the new founding, the supposed refounding, 
clear ly made of the new imperial entity a different animal from the imperium of pagan 
Rome. But the resistance to acknowl edging this novelty lasted up to the reign of Otto 
I (936–973), crowned in 963. The word “holy”, however, inserted into the designation 
of the refounded empire by Frederick Barbarossa in 1155, made the recognition of the 
novelty effectively explicit. The unhesitating embrace of the papal-sounding adjective 

82 Ibid. 119. See Ullmann 1962: 44ff.
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by the states of the Latin civilization of the time, and of historians ever since, nicely 
underscores the novelty recognized.

In the political and diplomatic schemings of Charlemagne’s time, the claim of the 
empire seated at Con stantinople to the title coveted for Charlemagne was considered 
conveniently compromised by the fact that a woman who had blinded her son and 
usurped his throne ruled as Empress Irene in Constant inople. Charlemagne him self 
took further advantage of this situation by proposing to Irene in 802 that marriage 
would duly serve dually to legitimize whatever might be dubious in either of their titles. 
But in this very year Irene’s treas urer Nicephorus was crowned Emperor by the Patri-
arch of Constantinople in the church of St. Sophia. Irene was banished to miserable 
exile on the isle of Lesbos, and Nicephorus as Emperor forbade the Patriarch of Con-
stantinople to hold any communications with the Pope, whom Nicephorus considered 
as the Patriarch of Charlemagne.

That Charlemagne’s crowning contributed to the rift of the Latin and Greek 
Churches over the filio que, however, was as nothing to the benefits the institution of the 
“Holy Roman Empire” brought the Latin world.83 The title newly conferred was far 
from an empty one; for the prince thus crowned ruled, by a combination of pa tri mony 
and conquest, in France, Spain, Italy, Germany, and Hungary. The empire newly titled 
thus had served to extir pate the last titular ruling claims of Byzantium over the West, 
and to adumbrate the contours of modern Europe.

Yet the line of family inheritance Charlemagne tried to establish for his empire 
came to nothing within a few generations. The degradation of the line may be signaled 
from the ridiculous epithets of the bald, the stam mer er, the fat, and the simple, which 
were applied to the succeeding monarchs;84 so that, after 888ad, the choice of Holy 

83 The accumulating political grievances between the Greek East and the Latin West were reaching 
the critical mass that would result, in 1054ad — two and one-half centuries plus four years after 
Charlemagne’s ambiguous crowning in the illegal restoration of a Western emperor — in the complete 
schism which has endured to this day. See the “Footnote on the Greek Contribution to Latin Europe 
...”, p. 45 below.

84 There are infinite details to the story. In 813, four months before his death in 814, Charlemagne 
had raised to the imperial throne his son Louis “the Pious”, an earlier division of the empire among 
his three sons Pepin, Louis, and Charles, having been annulled by the death of Pepin in 810 and 
Charles in 811. In 817 Louis in turn divided the empire among his three sons, Pepin, Lothaire, 
and Louis “the German” (Ludwig, let us call him). When by a second wife he had a fourth son, 
Charles, later called “the Bald”, Louis tried to annul the division of 817 to give Charles the Bald 
a share. This attempt led to a civil war in which Louis was defeated and jailed in 833 by his sons 
from his first wife. Lothaire treated his imprisoned father so badly that Pepin and Ludwig joined 
forces to restore Louis to the throne in 834. Pepin died in 838, and Louis made a new division of 
the empire among Lothaire, Louis and Charles; but Lothaire began another war over this division. 
When his father Louis the Pious died in 840, Lothaire succeeded him as emperor by right of being 
the oldest surviving son, and immediately tried to reduce his brother Louis the German and half-
brother Charles the Bald to the status of vassals, at which he was unsuccessful. In 843 the three 
brothers signed the Treaty of Verdun, which partitioned the empire of Charlemagne into what 
would become the modern states of Germany, France, and Italy. Ludwig ruled the first, Charles the 
second, and Lothaire the third — although Lothaire’s region was much more complicated than the 
description of it as “roughly Italy” would sug gest, and became, especially in the region of Lorraine, 
a battleground for centuries between Germany and France. In the period 877–888, Charles the 
Bald was succeeded in the rule of France by Louis II “the Stammerer”, Louis III, Carloman, and, 
finally, Charles the Fat, under whom, around 884, by various accidents of time and death, the reign 
of Charlemagne became briefly reunited. But he was so ineffectual in resisting a Norse invasion of 
his realm that he was deposed and died in the same year, 888ad, ever after which the title of Holy 
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Roman Emperor became a matter of elec tion, settled in Germany, even if consum-
mated by a crowning in Rome. In the period between Charlemagne’s death and the 
extinction of his line, Germany had become a federative republic. The seven most 
powerful feudatories of this republic — the king of Bohemia, the duke of Saxony, the 
margrave of Brandenburg, the count pal a tine of the Rhine, and the three archbishops 
of Mentz, Trèves, and Cologne — gained the exclusive right to choose the emperor; 
while the actual crowning and anointing remained a pre rog ative of the popes up to and 
including the crowning of Frederick III as Holy Roman Emperor by Pope Nicholas V 
on March 18, 1452. But after that date, the Holy Roman Emperors rest their Imperial 
title wholly on the choice of the electors of Germany. They forego as superfluous the 
papal crowning in Rome.85

Thus, even though the “Holy Roman Empire” never fully cohered after the death of 
Charle magne — it was never holy, hardly Roman, nor quite an empire — it provided the 
framework within which the recognizably modern forms of European organization had 
begun to become visible already by the later 9th century;86 and these forms in turn pro-
vided the context within which the university world of the twelfth and thirteenth cen-
turies would establish itself. By the 14th century, the title of Holy Roman Emperor had 
a symbolic weight not fully supported by weight of arms, but potent on the stage and in 
the rituals of public affairs. The hereditary monarchs of Europe acknowledged the pre-
eminence of his rank and dignity, making of him the first of the Christian princes and 
temporal head of the great republic of the West. Title of majesty accrued to him as to 
all kings, but only he came to dispute with the pope the highest prerogatives of creating 
new kings and assembling councils.

But our interest in the political geography of the Latin Age is only as backdrop to its 
phi lo so phy, and for this it is enough to note in general that the heritage of the transla-
tion of the Empire in the Latin world to Char le magne continued in various guises to 
play a role in the polit ical co her ence of that Latin world all the way down to the 17th 
century. At that point, the begin ning of mod ern times, yet another revolution — this 
time an intellectual and linguistic one — would bring an end to the Latin Age, with its 
philosophy of being and “way of things” in the sciences, by intro duc ing a new Way of 
Ideas. This new way of ideas would both initiate and define the philoso phi cal epoch of 
modernity even while science, in separating from the philo so phy of being, would yet 
doggedly stick to its own version of the way of things.87

Roman Emperor was decided by election. The hereditary line of Carolingian succession in France 
died out in 987. The Capetian dynasty, which began in that same year, lasted until the French 
Revolution of 1789.

85 The cultural institution of the Holy Roman Empire finally expired quietly in August of 1806, 
when Francis II resigned the Imperial Crown without a successor; but by then it was a feeble medieval 
shadow in the light of modernity.

86 When, in the 12th century, the Kingdom of Sicily claimed creation with the papal sanction of 
Anacletus II, it brought to ten the kings of the Latin world, the other nine being those of France, 
England, Scotland (these three only were more ancient than Charlemagne), Castile, Aragon, 
Navarre, Sweden, Denmark, and Hungary; and of these only the last was likewise involved with 
papal sanction.

87 Details of this story of ideoscopy (science in the modern sense) continuing to pursue the “way 
of things” while modern philosophy turned down the dead-end “way of ideas” are laid out in Deely 
2008. See also, regarding the continuity of medieval cenoscopy with modern ideoscopy, Ashley 2006, 
reviewed in Deely 2009c.
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The Mythical Decretals (“Decretales Pseudoisidorianae”)
The document declaring the “donation of Constantine” was an 8th century forgery 

pure and simple. But it was buttressed in the first half of the 9th century, immediately 
after the refounding of a Western Empire, by a second forgery, a collection called the 
Decretals,88 a volume des tined to be placed open upon the altar89 along with the Bible 
and the Summa theologiae of Thom as Aquinas during the delibe ra tions of the Council of 
Trent (13 December 1545–1563 December 4).

This second forgery was assembled c.84990 by a French cleric using the name 
“Isidorus Mer ca tus”. Along with a mass of authentic decrees by councils and popes, 
Mercatus neatly inserted a forged series of decrees and letters attributed to pontiffs 
from Pope Clement I (r.91–100) to Pope Melchiades (r.310–314). The collection was 
de signed to show that the consent of the pope was required by the oldest traditions and 
practice of the Christian Church for any bishop to be de posed, any Council to be con-
vened, and in general for the decision of any major issue. The Decretals also confirmed 
the representation of Pope Silvester I as having received full authority, both sacred and 
sec ular, over the whole of Western Europe in the “Donation of Constantine” so recently 
publicized by Pope Hadrian I.

So by the end of the 9th century were in place what appeared to Enlightenment eyes 
of the 18th cen tury as “the two magic pillars of the spiritual and temp oral monarchy of 
the popes”.91 Down to the 17th cen tury — the very end of the Latin Age — various popes 
cited the Donation and the Decretals as authentic docu ments to prop Vatican policies as 
occasion warranted. By the time the true status of the forgeries had been adequately 
determined, the institutions and events pointing toward the Western ideal of a separa-
tion of church and state were so far advanced in the social and political consciousness of 
the European peoples that what would have been important in the ninth, tenth, or even 
twelfth centuries no longer made any diff er ence. Not even the unmasking of the forger-
ies could undo their effects, quite more extensive and largely at variance with what any-
one could have foreseen in the beginning, for the development of modern civili zations.

The Fate of the Forgeries
The first challenge to the Donation was made in a private lawsuit introduced by a 

Sabine Bene dic tine monastery in 1105. The forgeries, in an adequate environment of 
free information, would not be that difficult to demonstrate. Many of the inauthentic 
documents, for example, cited scripture in the translation of Jerome (c.347–419), who 
was not even born until Pope Melchiades, alleged author of the citations, had been dead 
already for twenty-six years.

88 Pseudo-Isidore c.849ad. See Hinschius 1863; further Davenport 1916 (a work whose value is 
restricted to those unable to read anything but English, I might note); also Ullmann 1962: Ch. 6. pp. 
167ff., esp. 180–184.

89 So Leo XIII 1879: 190: “the Fathers of Trent made it part of the order of the conclave to lay 
upon the altar, together with the code of Sacred Scripture and the decrees of the Supreme Pontiffs, 
the Summa of Thomas Aquinas, whence to seek counsel, reason, and inspiration.” See the remarks of 
Villien on the book of decretals cited in note 92 below, p. 45.

90 Hinschius 1863: cci–cciii sets April of 847 and 853 as the outside dates, deeming 849 the most 
probable.

91 Gibbon 1788a: 292. There was, of course, also a “third pillar”, at least for the spiritual primacy, 
con ven iently downplayed by hostile Enlightenment critics, to wit, the primacy of Peter as first “bishop 
of Rome” and the unbroken line of succession of popes after him as occupying the same “See”.
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Yet the real beginning of the end for the imposture did not come until Lorenzo 
Valla set his pen to the matter in 1440. His contemporaries marveled at a boldness 
that, in the context of the times, appeared to many eyes as on or across the border of 
sacrilege. Yet such was the evidence and such its presentation (if we may compress into 
a single statement the scholarly details of the retreat of eight centuries’ accumulation 
of credulity in the wake of Valla’s criticism) that even the advocates of the Roman court 
came eventually to cede the case. The Council of Trent was near the far boundary in 
time of the success of the forgeries as such, though, Villien reports,92 not till the early 
19th century was the matter ceded by all parties.

“Fraud is the resource of weakness and cunning”, no doubt.93 Descartes would use 
this argu ment at the dawn of modern times to prove that “God is not a deceiver”, and 
make of this con clusion the fundamentum incon cussum veritatis, the “unshakable founda-
tion of truth”, in his new philosophy. “For although the ability to deceive may perhaps 
be regarded among us men as a sign of intelligence,” Descartes noted, “the will to de-
ceive must undoubtedly always come from malice, or from fear and weak ness, and so 
cannot belong to God.”

Even so, it was thus that the will and intelligence of men prepared the ground, first, 
through the creation and application of the forgeries, for the final separation of Rome, 
Italy, and the whole of Europe from the ancient Empire that Constan tine had translated 
into Greek and moved to the East; and second, through the exposure of the forgeries 
and outrage over their past use, for the establishment of a distinction such as had never 
previously taken hold between civil and ecclesiastical authority in the practical creation 
of a public space for private conscience.

A Footnote on the Greek Contribution to Latin Europe as Mainly Mediated by Arabic Islam
Not until the last fifty years or so of Constantinople’s existence as a Christian city, 

before it fell in 1453 to Turkish arms and its new destiny as Istanbul, would Byzantium 
contribute directly to the intellectual life of the West in philosophy, and then mainly by 
the flight of scholars and manuscripts, especially to Italy. There, in Renaissance Italy, 
the reintro duc tion of knowledge of the Greek language and the first Latin access to the 
full range of Plato’s works, known to medieval Europe previously only through part of 
the Timaeus, brought about an explosion of interest in Platonic philosophy. It began 
with the lectures of Gemistus Pletho (c.1356–1450) in Florence and was institution-
al ized by Cosimo de Medici (1389–1464) with his support for the establishment there 
of the Platonic Academy. Marsilio Ficino (1433–1499), as head of this enterprise from 
1462, prepared the first complete translation of Plato from Greek into Latin, a manu-
script completed c.1470 and published in 1484.

92 Villien 1911: 221: “Quand,” in the 16th century, “commença l’assaut donné par les protestants, 
ceux-ci ne furent jamais seuls à la besogne. Après le calviniste du Moulin vinrent les catholiques 
Georges Cassandre et Antoine le Comte que les centuriateurs de Magdebourg se bornèrent à copier. 
Pendant quelques temps, il est vrai, des catholiques: le jésuite Torrès, le franciscain Malvasia, le 
cardinal d’Aguirre lui-même, se firent les champions chevaleresques du pseudo-Isidore contre les 
centuriateurs luthériens et le calviniste David Blondel, mais d’autres catholiques, l’Espagnol Antonius 
Augustinus, archèveque de Tarragone, Baronius, Bellarmin, du Perron, Labbe, Sirmond, de Marca, 
Baluze, Papebrock, Noris, Noël Alexandre, luttaient contre les apocryphes, avec les Van Espen, les 
frères Ballerini, Blasco et Zaccaria. Si, au xixe siècle encore, le faussaire trouva des défenseurs dans 
Dumont et l’abbé Darras, l’unanimité des savants, sans aucune distinction de patrie ou de religion, 
proteste contre le malheureux succés de cette déplorable fourberie.”

93 Descartes 1644: 203.
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In this period an important factor was the move of John Bessarion (1403–1472) 
from Con stan ti nople to Rome. By the first quarter of the 15th century, Constantinople 
was in clear military danger from the Turks. Yet the Latin West would offer no as-
sistance to the Eastern capital as long as the Greek Church, divided from the Roman 
Church officially since 1054,94 remained divided. As a prelude to the military rescue of 
Constantinople, then, Pope Eugenius IV convened in 1438 a General Church Council 
at Ferrara, attended by the Byzantine Emperor John VIII, the Patriarch Joseph of Con-
stantinople, and a large retinue of metropolitans, Greek bishops, monks, and scholars. 
One of this retinue was the learned John Bessarion, Archbishop of Nicea, who played a 
leading role in the deliberations to follow.

Eight months into this Council a plague broke out in Ferrara, and in 1439 the Coun-
cil was moved to Florence. Some scholars date the beginning of the Renaissance in Italy 
from the influx of learned Greeks that came to Florence with that Council. In any event, 
the Council succeeded in reaching agreement on a proclamation of uni fi ca tion. On the 
filioque clause that had so agi tat ed Charlemagne against the Greeks, as the Greek prel-
ates against the Latins, the conciliar participants decided that the version of a formula 
declared ac cept able to the Greek representatives of Constantinople, ex Patre per Filium 
procedit, could be accepted as synonymous with the formula adhered to by the Latin rep-
resentatives of Rome, ex Patre Filioque procedit. On July 6, 1439, the Council was able to 
issue a decree, publically read in Greek and in Latin, reuniting the two churches.

But when the Emperor and his retinue returned to Constantinople to announce the 
joyous news, civil war broke out. The people and clergy of Constantinople repudiated 
the decree, and for the next fourteen years this strife raged. Gregory III, who had suc-
ceeded to the Patriarchate of Constantinople in 1443, was driven into exile by 1450 for 
supporting the union (or reunion). The antiunion clergy, representing the Greek major-
ity, urged the sick to die without sacraments rather than receive them from the hands of 
any “Uniate” priest.

Bessarion quickly deserted this sorry mess. When the lower clergy and people of 
Con stan tinople repudiated the decree the Council of Florence issued in 1439 to heal 

94 In that year, 1054, Michael Cerularius (c.1000–1059 January 21), Patriarch of Constantinople 
since 1043, convened a synod representing the whole of Eastern Christianity, in response to a 
bull of excommunication issued against him by the papal legates in July of 1054. These legates — 
Humbert Cardinal bishop of Silva Candida (the Pope’s cousin), chancellor Cardinal Frederick (later 
himself elected as Pope Stephen IX, r.1057–58), and Archbishop Peter of Amalfi — had been sent to 
Constantinople in March to discuss reunifying the Greek and Latin churches, in the wake of an earlier 
letter from Pope Leo IX to the Patriarch, citing the Donation of Constantine and demanding that he 
recognize papal supremacy on pain of presiding otherwise over “an assembly of heretics, a conventicle 
of schismatics, a synagogue of Satan”. The Emperor received the legates, but Cerularius denied their 
competence to deal with the issues between Patriarch and Pope. When Pope Leo IX died on April 16 
of 1054 and no pope was promptly elected to succeed him, the legates lost patience and on July 16, two 
days before departing, deposited on the altar of St. Sophia in Constantinople their fateful bull. The 
synod convened by Cerularius formally condemned the bull of the legates and “all who had helped in 
drawing it up, whether by their advice or even by their prayers”. From that response dates the full and 
formal schism of Eastern from Western, Greek from Latin, Christianity. A short three years later, on 
September 2, 1057, Cerularius as Patriarch of Constantinople solemnly crowned Isaac Comnenus as 
Emperor of the (Eastern) “Roman” Empire. Bury (1911: 236n64) sums up the rest of the story: “This 
powerful and ambitious prelate, Michael Cerularius, aimed at securing for the Patriarch the same 
headship of the Eastern Church and the same independent position in regard to the Emperor, which 
the Pope held in the West. [The Emperor] Isaac deposed him” in 1058 and sent him into exile, where 
he died the following year.
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the filioque schism and to resolve related matters, he moved in disgust to Italy, where the 
pope made him a cardinal. He brought with him a trove of Greek manuscripts, and was 
himself a living vehicle of Platonic Greek philosophy. Lo renzo Valla (1406–1457), the 
great literary scholar (called a “humanist” at that time) who adorned the Naples court 
during the reign (1435–1458) of King Alfonso the Magnanimous, called Bessarion lati-
norum graecissimus, graecorum latinissimus, “the most Greek of all the Latins, the most 
Latin of all the Greeks”.

The weight of Valla’s accolade is better appreciated in light of the fact that this was 
the same Valla who had exposed in 1440 as a forgery the Constitutum Constantini, or so-
called “Donation of Constantine”, discussed earlier in this chapter, according to which 
the first Roman Emperor to profess Christianity had transferred to Pope Sylvester I 
early in the 4th century the secular dominion over all of Western Europe.95 Valla too it 
was who first unmasked as Pseudo the Dionysius whose writing the earlier Latins had 
revered as a participation of philosophy in the Apostolic work of St. Paul.96

The learned cardinal Bessarion himself made for the Latins a new translation of 
Aristotle’s Metaphys ics; but it was as a disciple of Gemistus Pletho that he emerged as 
the leader of Platonic forces in the intellectual controversies of the time. Aristotle’s 
domination of philosophy in Italy ended with Bessarion. Bessarion gave his library as a 
bequeathment to Venice, the most Byzantine of the Italian cities, where today it exists 
as a jewel in the Biblioteca Marciana. How high the fortunes of Platonism rode in the 
Italy of John Cardinal Bessarion’s time may be glimpsed from the fact that, just a year 
before his death, in the 1471 conclave of Cardinals, Bessarion narrowly missed election 
to the papacy.

Meanwhile, nineteen years earlier, and fourteen years after Bessarion’s migration to 
Rome, Constantinople was made a Turkish capital in 1453 by the forces of Mohammed 
II (whose mother had been Christian), the Sultan of Turkey from 1451 to 1481. After 
the Council of Flor ence, the Cambridge Medieval History reports97 that a Byzantine noble 
was known to declare that he would rather see the Turkish turban in Constantinople 
than the red hat of a Roman cardinal — perhaps a snide gibe at the great Bessarion. In 
1453 this noble gentleman got his wish.

We need not enter the debate whether the political entity of Christian Byzantium 
“deserved to die”. Indeed, much of the art, theology, and religious orientation of the 
Byzantine civilization in fact survives, in Russia and in the Slavic cultures. But after 
the conquest of Constantinople, the “New Rome”, millions of southeastern European 
Christians were drawn into Islam, and routes of commerce and political influence were 
changed beyond imagining. The migration of Greek scholars to Italy and France that 
had begun in 1397 was greatly accelerated, enriching Italy especially  with salvage of the 
Greek civilization. For better or worse, Byzantium had finished its role and yielded its 
place as a living polis. The Rome of Caesar and Augustus, in the end, did not survive its 
transplanting from Roma Antiqua, for Nova Roma was no more. Mosque had supplanted 
cathedral; Istanbul, Constantinople. The main heirs in matters of philosophy were the 

95 See “The Fate of the Forgeries”, p. 44f. above. Actually, the falsity of the “donation” had already 
been exposed in 1433 by Nicho las of Cusa, in a work titled De concordantia Catholica written for the 
Council of Basel as part of its effort to reassert the su prem acy of the councils over the popes. But it was 
the devastating historical and linguistic criticism that Valla made of the document that proved more 
decisive for a full settlement of the question.

96 See in Chapter 5, p. 106ff.
97 Vol. IV, p. 620f.
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original lands of Latin Europe, a linguistic community whose philosophical develop-
ment we must now explore from its early separation from the Greek civilization to the 
collapse of that civilization and beyond, to its own dissolution into modernity.

Sociological Geography: Seeing Latinity Whole
It needs to be said that the absence of a proper outline for the Latin Age in phi lo so-

phy as a whole has long been a major obstacle to appreciating especially the later works 
of the period, and particularly their relevance to the controversies over signs which 
mark the end of modernity and the dawn of a postmodern era in philosophy. For, as we 
shall see, though little notice of the fact has been heretofore taken by minds absorbed 
in other speculative themes, yet it was the general notion of sign, more than any other 
single notion, perhaps, that marked the beginning and launched the indigenous devel-
opment of Latin philosophy.

The Hodge-Podge Standard Treatment in Late Modern Times
The accustomed treatment of the Latin Age up till now, in introductory and ad-

vanced pres entations alike, has been misleadingly presented both in its title and in 
its extent. Customarily labeled “medieval phi lo so phy”, the standard coverage of the 
period extends (in a hodge-podge selection of writings) from Augustine to William 
of Ockham (d.1349/50),98 though in one notable case99 to Nicolas Cusanus (d.1464). 
Tachau, in a ground-breaking study,100 has shown that Scotus’ distinction between 
so-called intuitive awareness (notitia intuitiva: the awareness we have of something 
physically at hand here and now, an object of awareness under circumstances where 
we could reach out and touch the object) and abstractive awareness (notitia abstrac-
tiva: the awareness we have of an object that is nowhere within the range of our sense 
perception here and now) provides the initial frame for the shift of emphasis in the 
later Latin centuries from being (what exists physically, what is what it is regardless of 
our thoughts, beliefs, or desires) to discourse101 (the question of how our thoughts go 
beyond ourselves in giving us knowledge of our surroundings, and of how in general 

98 John Marenbon, a Fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge, authored an admirable pair of volumes 
titled respectively Early Medieval Philosophy (480–1150): An Introduction (Marenbon 1983) and Later 
Medieval Philosophy (1150–1350): An Introduction (Marenbon 1987). But what happened in philosophy 
between Ockham and Descartes, between (except for Descartes), let us say, 1350 and 1650? Was it 
a desert, as we will see Matson claim as we open Chapter 9 below and as Marenbon’s titles might 
be construed to imply? Or were these centuries rather a luxuriant rain forest of tropical exuberance 
in the development of philosophy, as any reading that penetrates the surface of the later Latin texts 
without succumbing to the “nose of wax fallacy” reveals? Marenbon is typically modern in remaining 
silent on the point, while suggesting subtly or not-so-subtly by the titling of his volumes that he has 
introduced his readers to the full extent of the Latin Age so far as it demands the attention of historians 
of philosophy at least (if not that of those philosophers who have no need of history given their superior 
lights and analytic capabilities). When, in 1991, he had the opportunity to issue in paperback a new 
edition of his 1987 hardback work, Marenbon (1991: xii), aside from some bibliographical notes and 
items, saw need for no more than “the correction of a number of minor verbal and typographical 
errors”, leaving intact the standard modern outline of in what consists “medieval philosophy”. So 
much for his conception (ibid.: 191) of “the very conditions of disciplined thought”.

99 Wippel and Wolter 1969.
100 Vision and Certitude in the Age of Ockham. Optics, epistemology, and the foundations of semantics 

(Tachau 1988).
101 See the discussion of “Intuitive and Abstractive Awareness” in Chapter 9 below, p. 316f.
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communication is possible, a “reality” in its own right).102 I am sure that this work will 
contribute to bring about a change in the treatment of late Latin authors that is long 
overdue. For in the standard coverage heretofore, Latin authors after Ockham are 
given only the most superficial treatment, when they are not completely ignored. As 
a result, in standard modern treatments of its history, philosophy is supposed to “be-
gin again” with Descartes or short ly before with Francis Bacon (1561–1626),103 who 
shared the passion of Descartes for a new beginning together with an ill-considered 
jetti son ing of Latin tra dition as such.

It is true that Etienne Gilson, in his “Thèse pour la doctorat” of 1912, succeeded in 
showing that Descartes depended on the terminology of the late scholastics, an achieve-
ment hailed by more than one scholar as initiating a new era in Cartesian studies. Yet 
even the studies of late Latin authors in relation to Descartes are likely to miss (and 
so far have in fact missed) the most unique theme within the Latin development (as 
certainly did Descartes himself!),104 which is that of the being proper to signs, the one 
theme that the Latin Age begins on its own and not by way of resuming themes received 
from Greek thought.

And the fact remains that, when it came to assembling “the most comprehensive 
anthology of writings in western philosophy in print”,105 the Oxford University Press 
in 1998 accepted, for the ancient and medieval coverage, a collection that ends with 
William of Ockham, and jumps from there to Descartes before resuming the coverage 
down to the present. This is in conformity with the standard outline of the history of 
philosophy and of medieval philosophy that is taught in the schools and accepted by 
the professors.

Of course there are individual scholars, John Doyle and Ken Schmitz and a hundred 
more, increasingly many of them, who have come to realize the “standard outline” has 
long falsified the picture, especially on the side of the Latins, and should not longer 
stand. Yet stand it does at the frontier of the 21st century, as the Oxford Pojman volume, 
together with Marenbon’s Later Medieval Philosophy volume written from the perch of 
a Fellow of Trinity College, illustrates. So too the Yale reprint in paperback of Marcia 

102 “... the notion of intuitive cognition was still inchoate when Scotus adopted it, and sub sequent 
medieval readers credited him with its invention. If their attribution is not precisely accurate, it is 
indicative of the fact that virtually everyone who employed the term i nol o gy to the mid-point of the 
fourteenth century took Scotus’s definition as his starting point.” “Des pite the difficulties presented 
by his innovation in grafting intuition onto the process in duced by species, the dichotomy of intuitive 
and abstractive cognition was rapidly and wide ly adopted by Parisian trained theologians. Within a 
decade of the Subtle Doctor’s death, its acceptance on the other side of the English Channel was also 
en sured. That is not to say that his understanding was uniformly employed; nor, indeed, that all who 
employed the ter mi nology of intuitive and abstractive cognition considered Scotus’s an adequate delin-
e ation of the modes of cognition; nev ertheless, the history of medieval theories of knowl edge from ca. 
1310 can be traced as the development of this dichotomy” (Tachau 1988: 70, and 80–81). For Poinsot’s 
treatment of the intuitive/abstractive distinction, see his 1632a Tractatus de Signis, Book III, Question 
1, “Whether intuitive and abstractive awareness differ essentially in the rationale of cognition”. See 
the treatment in Poinsot 1632a: Book III, Concerning Modes of Awareness and Concepts, Questions 1 and 
2, 287/1–323/35: “Whether Intuitive and Abstractive Awareness Differ Essentially in the Rationale of 
Cognition”, and “Whether There Can Be an Intuitive Cognition, either in the Understanding or in 
Exterior Sense, of a Thing Physically Absent”. Also Deely 2007.

103 Parkinson 1993: 5–6; Deely and A. Russell 1986.
104 The thesis established in detail in my New Beginnings volume (Deely 1994a)
105 From the jacket copy for Pojman ed. 1998 (essentially repeated in the opening line of the editor’s 

“Preface”).
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Colish’s masterful 1997 study of Medieval Foundations of the Western Intellectual Tradition 
still announces as the telling conclusion of its title: 400–1400. So the question stands: 
how should the “standard outline” be revised, not in infinite detail, but as a broad work-
ing outline?

Time may be a good partner in advancing the devel opment of a subject-matter that 
has once been well-outlined, as Aristotle claimed,106 but the situation of teaching med i-
e val philosophy in late modern times bears witness rather to Aristotle’s inverse point107 
that in the absence of such an outline progress in the area tends toward a standstill. In-
finite details are always there to bog down in. What is needed is an abduction, a leading 
hypothesis, to bring the details into a larger picture. What is needed is a reliable outline 
within which the details make sense and interest.

A Proper Outline
Yet for all its conspicuous absence in today’s academy, a proper outline of the Latin 

Age, long overdue, is not difficult to draw. The development of philosophy in Latin after 
the late 5th century fall (or, rather, evap o ra tion) of the Roman empire in the West is an 
indigenous, multi-faceted, and highly organ ic development which falls naturally into 
two main periods or phases.

The first period extends from Augustine (354–430) in the 5th century, who intro-
duces the general notion of sign as a theme for development alongside other themes, 
to Peter Abaelard (1079–1142) and John of Salisbury (1115–1180) in the 12th century. 
In this interval, the logical treatises of Aristotle and such related Greek writings as 
Porphyry’s Quinque Verba (the Isagoge) were the only works of Greek philosophy avail-
able in translation from the Greek. Over this interval, philosophy in its own right (that 
is, as relatively unmixed with the ol o gy) developed around mainly logical and method-
ological questions.

The second per i od extends from Albertus Magnus (1193–1280) to Francis Suárez 
(1548–1617) and John Poinsot (1589–1644), when the full range of Aristotle’s writings, 
along with such influ en tial Arabic commentaries as those of Avicenna and Averroes, 
provided the newly emerging universities with the substance of their curriculum across 
the full range of philosophi cal subject matter — including those areas we now see as 
specifi cally scientific in the ideoscopic sense. Hence the great emphasis in the second 
phase on philosophy of nature or “physics” in the original Greek, and especially Aris-
totelian, sense.

Outside central Europe, which maintained the high medieval tradition of more or 
less subord i nating philosophy to theology (“handmaiden to theology”, ancilla theologiae, 
was the metaphor actually used,108 to unexpectedly baneful long-term effect), this em-
pha sis de vel oped into a special focus, especially in the Italian schools, on the place in 
nature of the human species. This development survives vestigially in many college and 
university curricula as courses variously labeled “philosophy of man”, “philosophy of 
human nature”, “philosophy of the human person”, “philosophical anthropology”, and 
the like. In the Italian peninsula, this specificity of focus led to advances in medicine and 
to a preparation of the ground for the framing of nature’s details in mathemat ically cal-
culable terms which climaxed in the work of Galileo and the establishment of sciences 

106 c.335–334bc: Nicomachean Ethics 1098a20–25.
107 Ibid.
108 Perhaps from Peter Damien (1007–1072), a monk of the 12th century who was also the figure 

principally responsible for the idea of purgatory taking hold at the level of popular culture.
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in the modern sense, ideoscopic science.109 In the Iberian peninsula, the focus led rather 
to a concentration on social, political, and religious questions more in direct continuity 
with the theological emphases of the central Euro pean “high middle ages”, although in 
logic and psychol ogy break through develop ments took place especially in the areas we 
now recognize generically as epistemo logical and specifically as semiotic.

Thus, just as in the first period of the Latin Age there was a concentration on meth-
o do logical tools (the “liberal arts”) and concepts of logic, so in the second period there 
was a concentration initially on the sub stan tive matters of natural philosophy broadly 
treated so as to provide also the foun da tions for ethics and metaphys ics (these two sub-
jects, according to the customs and Weltanschauung of the period, were treated themati-
cally more within theology than within phi lo so phy itself). There was also a concentra-
tion in the second period (under the dub i ous rubric, “material logic”) on the expansion 
of logical ques tions to include the whole of what is called today philosophy of science, 
episte molo gy and criteriology, as well as much of ontolo gy. (But these very categories 
contrasting “epistemology” with “ontology” are creations of modernity which the de-
velopment of semiotics largely undermines.110)

Wor thy of special mention is the fact that, in the last two Latin centuries, intel lec-
tual foundations were laid in the university world of the Iberian peninsula for the devel-
op ment of inter national law and for dealing with the general problems of cultur al con-
flict and assimilation.111 Here the landmark names are Francisco de Vitoria (1492–1536), 
whose work helped frame the im perial legislation for Spain’s New World territories, 
and Francisco Suárez (1548–1617), with his rethinking of natur al law. In the areas of 
social and political philosophy, as well as in the areas of so-called ontol ogy and theory 
of knowl edge, the scholastic faculties of the principal universi ties of Portugal and Spain 
in the 15th, 16th, and 17th centuries left behind a vein of pure philo so phical gold, which 
has only begun to be mined.

Anticipating the Two Destinies112

To this later, sub stan tive period, belong the works of the Conimbricenses, Araújo, 
Poinsot, and other forgotten Latin Hispanic philosophers whose insight into the foun-
dations of the theory of knowledge in terms of the role of signs in human experience 
anticipated the development of what is now coming to be recognized as the postmodern 
phase of contemporary philosophy, and the dawn of a new epoch in the history of phi-
losophy as a whole. From our point of view today, in fact, Poinsot, as the author of the 
Cursus Philoso phi cus of 1631–1635, appears alongside Francisco Suárez as author of the 
Disputati o nes Meta physicae of 1597, in providing what Jack Miles described113 as “one of 
the two great seven teenth-century summations of mediev al philosophy”.

109 The work of William Wallace in recent years (1977–1992) has been par tic ularly rich in showing 
the theoretical connections of Galileo’s work to the larger nascent scientific Lebenswelt of his time.

110 See my “Realism and Epistemology”, in Cobley ed. 2010: 74–88.
111 This is also the period of coalescence of what Gracia (1992, 1993) has examined under the rubric 

“Hispanic philosophy”.
112 The reference is to Chapter 10 below, p. 347ff. and 356ff.; see also Chapter 12.
113 Miles 1985. From the point of view of the classical modern development, however, as Miles goes 

on to note, while Suárez “remained the text book philosopher of Europe long after Descartes had given 
philoso phy a new point de départ, Poinsot, by contrast, was nearly without intel lectual issue until he was 
rediscovered in this century by Jacques Maritain.” For details, see Deely 1986 and 1995. This latter 
essay is basically about the work of Etienne Gilson and Jacques Maritain in relation to Poinsot.
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For the classical modern authors, as for those whose study of the early modern pe-
riod is made in terms of the classical (or “canonical” authors), Suárez was the textbook 
philosopher. Through his Disputationes Metaphysicae was the philoso phic thought of the 
Latin Age filtered into modern European learning. He was generally taken to be, at the 
time, a faithful expositor of Thomas Aquinas.114 In the early decades of the late nine-
teenth century Thomistic revival, however, many heated debates arose over the question 
of Suárez’ reliability as a guide to the views of Thomas Aquinas. These debates were 
generally and decisively settled in the negative.115

But fidelity to St. Thomas was not Suárez’ principal concern, and his contri bu tion 
to philo so phy on other grounds is equally beyond question. Still, as far as concerns the 
question of what is and is not consistent with the views of Aquinas in philosophy, as 
Nuchelmans well put it,116 the Cursus Philosophicus of John Poinsot presents itself as an 
exem plar “of the powerful tradition to which he be longed and wholeheartedly want-
ed to belong”. Fidelity to St. Thomas was a prin ci pal concern of Poinsot. In contrast 
with the procedure of Suárez, Poinsot made this concern co-ordinate with the exercise 
of philosophical reason, a co-ordination ex hib i ted in the literary forms of his Cursus 
Philosophicus.117 Thus, as we will see in part in later chapters, the study of the work of 
Poinsot provides an essential corrective to the historical influence of Suárez on the early 
moderns, and we are deeply indebted to the editorial enterprise and vision of Martin 
Walter118 for managing now to bring out in a critical edition the reprinting on acid-free 
paper of Reiser’s corrected second printing of the Cursus Philosophicus from the early 20th 
century. The synthesis of Poinsot’s Cursus Philosophicus proves an indispensable resource 
to any historian of philosophy on two counts:119 first, for understanding the intellectual 
situation in philosophy at the time that modern thought broke with the Latin Age to 
establish the autonomy of a scientific approach distinct from the doctrinal approach 
proper to philosophy; second, for understanding the speculative links which tie later 
Latin developments to main themes centrally definitive of the postmodern development 
of philos o phy pursuing the way of signs as alternative to the modern way of ideas.

Language and the Ages of Understanding
A further point. This problem of properly outlining the Latin Age is related to a fact 

which, in my estimation, has not been taken note of to the extent that it needs to be. I 
have in mind the fact that the major changes in philosophical epochs happen to corres-
pond in general with the major linguistic changes in Western civilization: the natural 
macro-units for the study of philosophy would appear to be the major changes in the 
situation of the natural languages.

This correlation of linguistic change and philosophical ages, in fact, is illustrated in 
the major divisions of my overall survey of philosophy of 2001 (from which the present 
book derives), Four Ages of Understanding. The first postmodern survey of philosophy from 
ancient times to the turn of the 21st century. In that work, the period of Greek philosophy 
extends from the 6th century bc pre-Socratics to the end of the dominance of Greek as 

114 Bréhier 1938: 1: “Thomism as formulated by the Jesuit Suárez was universally taught and finally 
supplanted the doctrine of Melancthon, even in the universities of Protestant countries”.

115 See “The Boethius of Modernity: Francisco Suárez”, in Deely 2001: 500–501.
116 Nuchelmans 1987: 149. See also the remarks of Thomas Merton (1951: 334).
117 See Deely 1985: 417–420.
118 See Walter 2008.
119 For fuller detail, see “On the Value of Poinsot’s Work to Philosophy Today” (Deely 2008a).
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the language of learning at the end of the original Western Roman empire in the 5th 
century ad. At that moment, as we have seen above, the Latin speaking peoples were 
thrown back on their own resources. At that moment, the indigenous development of 
philosophy from a Latin linguistic base began, and unfolded over the next eleven hun-
dred or so years, along with the various ramifications of European civilization itself.

Not until the seventeenth century would a lin guis tic sea-change again occur, this 
time as the emergence of the European national languages to displace Latin as the prin-
cipal medium of mainstream philosophical discourse. Modern philosophy, not coinci-
dentally, rises against Latin scholasticism on this tide of the emerging natural languages. 
The postmodern period, again, coincides with a breakdown of the modern nat ional 
linguistic compartmentalizations, as a new global perspective begins to emerge beyond 
national differences of language, and we begin to get a better understanding of the 
underlying nature of language, particularly in the wake of Sebeok’s seminal distinction 
between “primary modeling system” and “linguistic communication”.120

This time, however, with the onset of postmodernity, the emerging perspective is 
based not on a unity of natural language, as in the previous three epochs, but on the 
achieve  ment of a noetic paradigm capable of taking into account the very mech a nisms 
of linguistic difference and change as part of the framework of philoso phy itself. This 
movement, the postmodern development, is coming to be based es pec ially in the work 
of the American philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce,121 with its leading premiss that 
“the highest grade of reality is only reached by signs”.122 This foun dational thrust of 
Peirce’s work, thus, takes up again themes in logic and noetic  that developed strongly in 
the last two centuries or so of Latin thought.

But lest we get too far ahead of the story, let us turn at once to the development 
itself of philos ophy in the Latin Age. We cannot undertake to cover all the topics and 
figures indicated in our outline of the Latin Age. To tell, in a single vol ume, some thing 
like a complete story linking the Latin past with the concerns of the postmodern future, 
par ticularly in dis course analysis,123 we shall have to concentrate on a few key figures and 
themes. But even a beginning stu dent deserves to have a synoptic view of philosophy’s 
development, and of the profound discontinuity that modernity in philosophy counter-
productively produced by its venture off the Way of Signs and unto the Way of Ideas; 
while any stu dent who may decide to go on in philosophical or historical studies — the 
kind of student to whom the present work is especially addressed — deserves to be made 
aware in advance of some of the major landmarks that can reliably be made use of in 
un dertaking advanced investigations.

120 See Sebeok 1984 and 1988, with Deely 2007a.
121 See Chapter 12 of the present work.
122 Peirce 1904a: 23.
123 See Beuchot and Deely 1995.
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Chapter 3

The fading lighT of anTiquiTy, 
c.3Rd–5Th cenT. ad:

neoPlaTonisM and The TRee of PoRPhyRy

The world into which was born Augustine, “last of the Fathers and first of the Mediev-
als”, was one of a fast-fading light, the light of Greek philosophy filtered especially by 
followers of Plotinus clinging, with increasing desperation, to the old pagan beliefs in 
the face of a “Christianization” of the Roman Empire that was becoming overwhelming. 
The darkness had not yet fully descended, but it was distressingly far advanced. This 
mystical twilight in which philosophy, superstition, and religious beliefs compenetrated 
in a thickening fog would be the essence of what Renaissance scholars would come to 
call “the Dark Ages”, roughly six cen turies, from the death of Boethius in the early 6th 
century to the founding of the universities in the 12th century.

One cannot understand the “mental air” Augustine and Boethius alike breathed 
without taking into account the outlines of Neoplatonism. It is fair to say that the Latin 
Age was born in this temporary, partial overlap of Greek and Latin antiquity in philoso-
phy. Though Plotinus, the main founder of Neoplatonism, had been dead eighty-four 
years when Augustine was born, Proclus, the last main figure of the movement, died 
fully fifty-five years after Augustine. By then, Boethius was already five years of age, and 
the scheming figure of the Pseudo-Dionysius was only about five years from foisting 
his fables on the naïveté of Christians, Greek and Latin alike. And it was within a year 
of Plotinus’ death when Porphyry the Phoenician, Plotinus’ principal editor, wrote his 
Isagoge or “Introduction” to the reading of Aristotle’s categories in which, by his outline 
of the sense of the “five words” (genus, species, difference, property, and accident), with 
its twofold effect, the first positive, the second quite negative: he provided logicians with 
an enduring account of the relations involved in giving definitions to terms, but mediev-
als with the seeds of their famous “controversy over universals” (which went nowhere, 
largely owing to the background cosmological image upon which the terms as framing 
the controversy preconsciously depended1).

1 The reader contemplating medieval texts does well to keep in mind that, up to the end, the 
Latin Age, like the Greek Age before it, was invested noetically in the idea that only on earth do 
individuals come and go (substantial change, “generation” and “corruption”), while species and 
heavenly phenomena never undergo substantial change. In the mind of God are the creative Ideas, the 
Divine Exemplars, in imitation and participation of which all creatures exist. Thus, a human animal, 
on seeing, say, a fish, forms in its mind an image or concept, a “likeness”, on the basis of which it comes 
to recognize the fish and in doing so faintly participates in the “divine Idea” which is exemplified in 
the fish. When this “likeness” reaches the stage of an intellectual concept, it was commonly thought 
that the “essence” of fish had been “abstracted” from its accidental characteristics on the basis of the 
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So, in this chapter, we examine these two main features of the intellectual climate 
under which Augustine reached his maturity, Neoplatonism and the Tree of Porphyry.

Neoplatonism
The declining age of learning and of mankind is marked, however, by 

the rise and rapid progress of the new Platonists. The school of Alexan-
dria silenced those of Athens; and the ancient sects enrolled themselves 

under the banners of the more fashionable teachers, who recommended 
their system by the novelty of their method and the austerity of their 

manners. Several of these masters, Ammoni us, Plotinus, Amelius, and 
Porphyry, were men of profound thought and intense application; but, 

experience in and through which the likeness had come to be formed in the first place. This more-or-
less is the simplistic background cosmological image to the Latin vocabulary of “abstraction”.

When, over the course of the modern centuries, we came to learn that the processes of generation 
and corruption are co-extensive with material being throughout the physical universe, and that species 
no less than individuals “come and go”, instead of re-thinking the problematic addressed by the 
question of “essence”, emphasizing in particular the crucial point that forms are identical with essences 
only in the supposed case of angels (pure spirits which never did or could have bodies as pertaining to 
their essential being), scholars continued to use the vocabulary of abstraction as developed in the Latin 
centuries before and after Ockham (c.1285–1349) in discussing the question of whether we can know 
the “essences” of things, still conceived, more or less consciously, in terms of “form”.

Form, however, in Aristotelian terms designates primarily the subjective constitution of material 
substances according to which they have and maintain their identity as this or that. So the “essential 
question” of “universals” concerns whether the human animal can, by investigation, come to know 
the subjective constitution of material substances, exactly as we eventually came to know that H20
constitutes the substance of what common experience identifies as “water”. (For modern philosophy as 
synthesized in Kant, of course, the subjective constitution of material things is completely inaccessible 
to us, “unknowable”. So much the worse for Kant and the modern notion of “epistemology”.) Thus, 
the central definition of a “universal”, id quod natum est praedicari de pluribus (“that which is born to 
be predicated of many things”, namely, the concept formed in the intellect precisely as the basis upon 
which the mind is related to things as objects apprehended) concerns first of all the fact that concepts, 
species expressae, are precisely subjective qualities (psychological states, more specifically) formed 
through experience in order to interpret the things experienced; and secondly the fact that the key 
difference between such species as formed by sense memory, imagination, or estimation, on the one side, 
or human understanding, on the other side, lies in the fact that the former concepts interpret objects 
solely in relation to the organism perceiving as favorable (+), unfavorable (-), or uninteresting (0), while 
the latter concepts as species-specifically human interpret objects rather in relation to themselves as 
“things”, i.e., as being what they are regardless of our interest or disinterest in them. Thus, while all 
concepts, sensory and intellectual, are alike in providing the fundament or basis whereon an animal 
in awareness is related to an object which is “other” than itself, only intellectual concepts present the 
“otherness” as a reality in its own right, and this is the “essential meaning” of intellect as able to come 
to know essences. In linguistic communication, such concepts are thus “predicable of many”, i.e., of any 
and all the things thought to exhibit the subjective constitution in question — e.g., H20 in the example 
chosen, or tyranosaurus in contrast to brontosaurus, etc.

Instead of reframing the problematic against the ideoscopically grounded modern cosmological image of 
the whole of the physi cal universe as subject to substantial change, scholars investigating the “question 
of universals” continued to accept the terms framing the question against the background image of 
species as unchangeable, and propose “conceptualism” as a solution, quite with out realizing that (as 
Peirce remarked, 1909: CP 1.27) “their calling their ‘conceptualism’ a middle term between realism and 
nominalism is itself an example in the very matter to which nominalism relates”, i.e., an example (ibid.) 
of “the very same confusion of thought” which gave rise to the “nominalism/realism” controversy in 
the first place! See the Index entry nominalism in Deely 2001: 942–942; also the full discussion of the 
questions involved in Deely 2007 and 2008; and the treatment of Ockham in Chapter 9 below.
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by mistaking the true object of philo so phy, their labours contributed 
much less to improve than to corrupt the human understanding. The 

knowl edge that is suited to our situation and powers, the whole compass 
of moral, natural, and mathematical science, was neglected by the new 

Platon ists, whilst they exhausted their strength in the verbal disputes 
of metaphysics, attempted to explore the secrets of the invisible world, 

and studied to reconcile Aristotle with Plato, on subjects of which both 
these philosophers were as ignorant as the rest of mankind. Consum ing 

their reason in these deep but unsubstantial meditations, their minds 
were exposed to illusions of fancy. They flattered themselves that they 
possessed the secret of disengaging the soul from its corporeal prison; 
claimed a familiar intercourse with demons and spirits; and, by a very 

singular revolution, converted the study of philosophy into that of 
magic. The ancient sages had derided the popular superstition; after 

dis guis ing its extravagance by the thin pretence of allegory, the disciples 
of Ploti nus and Porphyry became its most zealous defenders. As they 

agreed with the Christians in a few mysterious points of faith, they 
attacked the remainder of their theological system with all the fury of 

civil war. The new Platonists would scarcely deserve a place in the his-
tory of science, but in that of the church the mentions of them will very 

frequently occur. — Edward Gibbon (1777: 423–4)

As the lengthy epigraph introducing this section perhaps indicates, in the long his-
tory of philosophy, so-called Neoplatonism is one of the strangest chapters and strang-
est tales. It is intimately bound up with the religious and civil turmoils of the great 
sea-changes in Western religious thought and civilization that marked the centuries 
immediately on either side of the birth of Jesus Christ.

Platonism in general was the view that the sensible objects of experience are but 
partic i pations or copies of Ideas or Forms which transcend experience entirely but are 
the objects of true knowledge which the intellect alone can reach through dialectic and 
reminiscence. Neoplatonism was this theory as modified in late antiquity to take ac-
count of Aristotelian criticisms of the theory and at the same time to accommodate 
various mystical notions of oriental religious beliefs associated, however indirectly, with 
Plato’s acceptance of the transmigration or reincarnation of souls.

In particular, Neoplatonism developed a doctrine presenting the universe as an em-
anation from an ultimate indivisible source, the One, beyond being and nonbeing and 
any possible divisions of being, but from which in a series of emanations all divisions and 
levels of being originate, and with which the soul is capable of reach ing a communion 
by turning within itself and following the appropriate methods or practices of asceticism 
and dialectic.

The Circumstances of Neoplatonism
Plato was about 43 years old at the time that Aristotle was born. Aristotle was 37 at 

the time of Plato’s death at 81. Whatever reservations and criticisms Aristotle had about 
Plato’s views, their respective positions in the Academy and differences in age were such 
that Plato would hardly be the one fully to take account of Aristotle’s critique. Aristotle 
lived another 25 years after Plato, dying himself at about the age of 62.

Aristotle never accepted Plato’s doctrine of Ideas. In its place, Aristotle developed his 
own powerful and convinc ing theory of forms, which could accommodate the universe 
of direct sensory experience as itself already and in itself real and mind-independent. 
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According to Aristotle’s theory, the objects or “forms” of intellectual knowledge do not 
completely transcend the objects of sensory experience. They are, rather, initially drawn 
from within sensory objects and are fashioned by the understanding itself through a 
process of “concept formation” called “abstraction” wherein a counterpart of the form 
of the sensible thing itself is developed by the mind to provide, as a “quality” or psycho-
logical state of the knower, the basis for a relation of understanding terminating at the 
very sensible thing in the physical environment — but now apprehended under the as-
pect of intelligibility. In this way, for Aristotle, intellectual and sensory knowledge alike 
bear on the same world of experience, though in different modalities or ways.2

At the same time, Aristotle was ambiguous about the nature of the human soul in 
its species-specific difference from the generically animal soul. The question raised by 
his philosophy was not What is the state of the soul when separated from the body? 
but whether the soul is capable of surviving the body’s corruption; and even to this 
question he did not provide an unequivocal reply. In this and in other ways Aristotle’s 
philosophy was much less congenial than that of Plato to mystical and religious views 
of the universe.

Hence it was natural that, when the interest of the ancient cultures of Greece and 
Rome turned heavily in the direction of religious concerns, it was more to Plato than 
to Aristotle that they should turn, yet while hardly being able to ignore the work of 
Aristotle, especially in its criti cisms of Platonic doctrine. This rethinking, then, of the 
philosophies of Plato and Aristotle in favor of Plato was the essence of Neoplatonism.3 It 
was not a question of examining the two thinkers to reject the work of Aristotle in favor 

2 See Chapter 8 below, p. 224f.
3 “Platonism after the Stoics and especially Aristotle” is one way to describe neoplatonism. This 

is what we would find were we to explore the work of Plotinus fully in its own right. Gerson (1994: 
xv–xvi) ends the first part of his Introduction to his monograph on Plotinus by making precisely this 
point, and it needs to be borne in mind. “Porphyry tells us that the Enneads are full of concealed Stoic 
and Peripatetic doctrines”, Gerson notes. The “many hundreds of references to Stoic doctrines” are 
“difficult to identify because the original texts are lost.” These facts show “a fundamental feature of 
the Enneads: they are contributions to a rehabilitation or defense of Platonism against its opponents. 
The originality of Plotinus” consists overall “in appropriating distinctions and terminol ogy that are 
Aristotelian and Stoic”, then using these to reach “conclusions that frequently go beyond what could 
be called a plausible interpretation of Plato based on the writings of Plato or even on the oral tradition” 
of the Platonic Academy.

Here we confront again the problem of the esoteric doctrine of Plato. It is important to realize, 
Gerson emphasizes, that “Plotinus leans heavily on Aristotle for an understanding of what Plato’s 
doctrines actually were.” In particular, “Plotinus follows Aristotle” — and Plato himself, if the Seventh 
Letter is authentic (see the citation and discussion in Deely 2001: 55–56) — “in holding that Plato had 
an unwritten doctrine of principles. Indeed, Plotinus appears to rely on Aristotle for understanding 
what that is. Some effort is expended in the Enneads in order to show that this unwritten doctrine is 
at least consonant with what appears in the dialogues. Finally, Plotinus will accept as authoritative an 
interpretation of Plato by Aristotle, an interpretation which Aristotle himself thinks leads a Platonic 
doctrine to shipwreck. Plotinus, however, will typically attempt to show that what Aristotle thinks 
is a disastrous consequence of a Platonic position is in fact true and even necessary. The alternative 
Aristotelian position is what ought to be rejected. And yet where Plotinus judges that Aristotle is really 
not in disagreement with Plato, he will quietly adopt Aristotle’s terminology, distinctions, and even his 
explicit conclusions.

“In the light of the above, I have frequently begun my treatment of Plotinian doctrines with the 
reasons why Plotinus rejects the Aristotelian alternative. I have found this approach enormously 
illuminating. Plotinus is primarily a Platonist, not an anti-Aristotelian. But his Platonism is in many 
respects filtered through his struggle with Aristotle.”
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of Plato. No. It was question rather of showing that the two could be reconciled, could 
be shown in the implications of their respective doctrines more to agree than they in 
fact disagreed — agreed in particular more than Aristotle himself in his own lifetime had 
been able to realize. Far from being a hostile critic of Aristotle, Plotinus comes across 
in his writings rather as an interpreter sympathetic to Aristotle, who yet by his very 
sympathy was led to conclude that Plato in the end had got things “just about right”. 
Corrigan4 has effectively analyzed the intellectual process resulting in Neoplatonism as 
“a special kind of ‘reconciliation’ between ‘Plato’ and ‘Aristotle’” involving four basic 
stages “which might serve as a guideline for understanding what this might have meant 
more generally in early Neoplatonism”:

Reconciliation in this case would seem to mean, first, a statement more or less of what 
Aristotle’s real position appeared to be; second, a recognition of the difficulties and puz-
zles implicit in that position as well as the potential richness for rational analysis; third, a 
critical analysis, extension, and development of the notion under discussion; and, fourth, 
a merging of the new point of view implicitly with what purports to be an interpretation 
of Plato [wherein, however] it is the argument which is meant to carry the day, not a 
previously determined allegiance. [The result, “neoplatonism”, is] an internal discourse 
or dialogue with an implicit interlocutor or interlocutors: that is, someone capable of 
understanding [both] Aristotle ... and the nuances of ancient philosophy in a free and 
creative fashion.

Neoplatonism was the prin ci pal philosophical movement of that brief period when the 
cultures of Latin Rome and Greece existed as one Lebenswelt, from about 146bc to 
313ad, just before the seat of the Empire was shifted from Rome to Con stan t i  nople, 
and the Latin provinces were left to go their own way in philosophy, as we indicated 
“sociologically”, as it were, in Chapter 2 and shall discuss philosophically in Chapter 4.

The Temporary Overlap of Greek and Latin Antiquity
146bc was the year in which Rome brought Greece fully under its military and legal 

control. It was a kind of cultural version of a “pyrrhic victory”.5 For when the mili-
tary conquest had been achieved and Rome thought merely to assimilate the culture of 
Greece, what happened instead was that Greek intellectual culture overpowered the Ro-
man mind. Despite Latin being the language of the Romans, Greek not only continued 
to be the language of “conquered” Greece, but became in effect the language of learning 
even in the capital and court of the Roman empire. Cicero, 106–43bc, well attested to 
the phenomenon:6 “It was no little brook that flowed from Greece into our city but a 
mighty river of culture and learning.”

Beginning with the first century, this was also the period when the conversion of that 
Empire in its enormous extent from Paganism to Christianity took place. So it was natu-
ral that philosoph i cal thought at the time should find itself preoccupied with religious 
questions, and for this Platonism provided the readiest vehicle. In Plato’s writings, the 
Meno, Phaedrus, and Phaedo, for example, form a kind of chain in which the immortality 

4 Corrigan 1996: 99.
5 So-called from Pyrrhus (318–272bc), the King of Epirus, who sustained such losses in defeating 

the Romans that he would have been better off not to have engaged them at all, and ultimately, despite 
the earlier victories, was destroyed by the losses his vic tory had cost him. Thus a victory in which the 
ultimate costs outweigh the immediate gains has come to be called a “pyrrhic victory”.

6 Cicero, c.51bc: De Re Publica II, 19.
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of the soul is connected with the doctrine of Ideas and based on the ancient belief in 
transmigration (a belief which appears in the Republic and Timaeus as well).

And in these accounts the path of the soul’s transmigration is connected with a doc-
trine of retri bu tion — higher and lower states of reincarnation (or “transmigration”) are 
determined by our conduct in this life. The Republic treats of the natural continuance or 
immortality of the soul as something indestructible; and the Timaeus treats of the human 
soul as derived from an immaterial and purely spiritual realm undetectable by sense, 
either returning after death to a higher spiritual state, or descending into the lower life 
of a brute animal (including thus insects) or worse. The Theaetetus contains a digression 
describing the soul’s desire to fly away and be with God — “and to fly to him is to be like 
him”. These are some of the more notable aspects of the original Platonism from which 
Neoplatonism, the “New Platonism”, takes flight.

Philosophy, which started out as human understanding trying its wings in the proj-
ect of assigning reasons for what we find going on in the world about us, which started 
out to discover the framework within which the human animal can reach an understand-
ing of itself and of the physical universe within which the human species appears among 
other animal forms, suddenly becomes a full-fledged vehicle of escape from everything 
that can be seen or touched. Originally turned outward to the reality of the physical 
universe as including the human soul, in Neoplat onism philosophy turns inward to find 
within the soul the sole path to reality.7 Withdraw into yourself and look: there alone 
“the soul will see divinity as far as it is lawful”.8

Yet this “turn within” was already intimated in Socrates’ concern with the nature 
and defini tion of virtue, and further adumbrated in Plato’s doctrine of forms. It is these 
inti ma tions of an inward looking philosophy in the work of Socrates and Plato that 
become full blown in the “New Platonism” of late antiquity. Yet with Neoplatonism, 
we feel like the child who, with Platonism, was given a little kitten with big paws, never 
realizing from the paws that it would grow up into the mountain lion of Neoplatonism. 
We have the feeling that some thing has gone too far, something has gotten out of hand.

The problem is not the examination of the universe within the human soul. Nor 
indeed is there any reason why that universe, especially in its moral nature, should be 
any less complex or extensive than the vast physical universe without the soul, the en-
vironment which provides the context within which human action, including its moral 
qualities, comes to actual realization.

The problem is with the separation of the two universes, the diremption of inner 
from outer, the pretense that the inner alone has claim on our understanding, and can be 
under stood in its proper import without any regard for the outer world in its indepen-
dent being, relegated wholesale in Platonism (neo- or proto-) to the order of becoming 
in contrast to being. The Neoplatonists, following the lead of Socrates and Plato, and 
further followed in the Latin Age by some among the Christian mystics and theologians, 
as we shall shortly have occa sion to mention, were surely right in realizing that there is a 
sense in which even our surroundings, as ours, come to depend upon what is within our-
selves (the very insight embodied within semiotics through Sebeok’s appropriation of 
von Uexküll’s Umwelt/Innenwelt correlation9). Yet this profound realization becomes 
one-sided when it is allowed to eclipse and shroud the profound independence which 

7 Rist 1967 does not tell us his rationale for his title, Plotinus: the Road to Reality, but such a rationale 
would not be diffi  cult to frame.

8 Plotinus, Enneads III. 4 (= i.255–263ad#15).
9 See Sebeok 1984, 1988; Deely 2001a, 2002a, 2003a, 2004, 2004a, 2007a.
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the physical realm also exercises in its sustenance of our being and provision of our pos-
sibilities of action and inter ac tion. The philosophical problem is to account neither for 
inner nor outer in their separate “identity”, but to account rather for that dynamic ten-
sion which maintains the boundary between the two as a permeable and labile boundary 
— a “semiotic membrane” — of interaction within the objective world of experience.

Science in the modern age will establish itself principally by concentrating on the 
physical dimension of the outer world. Mystics of all ages will concentrate primarily on 
the inner world. But, as I have put it,10 not until the emergence of the Fourth Age of 
understanding in postmodern times will the action of signs be sufficiently thematized 
to account for the interdependencies of the two realms in the constitution of integral 
human experience. For our Lebenswelt, our “world of experiences” from mystical to 
scientific, sensible to intelligible, depends throughout on the action of signs without 
which there would be neither self nor world to speak about.

Henology vs. Ontology
The central figure in the tale of Neoplatonism is, without a doubt, Plotinus (203–

270ad). But there are many ancillary figures, and perhaps in this case we should mention 
first the some what mysterious 3rd century figure of Ammonius Saccas (c.175–242). By 
some accounts a convert from Christianity back to paganism, Ammonius was a teacher 
both of Plotinus and of Origen (c.185–254), the first great Christian apologist. Plotinus, 
a Coptic Egyptian with a Roman name and a Greek education, stud ied with Ammonius 
at Alexandria for about eleven years before founding his own school in Rome around 
245ad.

Plotinus came to be admired in the very highest circles of Roman society. The Em-
peror Gallienus (r.253–268) at one point considered sponsoring an attempt by Plotinus 
to restore the ruined city of Campania according to the plan of Plato’s Republic. And it 
was the later Neo plat onist Aedesius (died 355), the successor to Iamblichus (died c.333), 
whose philosophical notions the Em peror Julian (r.360/61–363) would especially rely 
on in the last attempt of a Roman Emperor to preserve the pagan reli gion of the ancient 
Republic, as we saw in Chapter 2.11

Porphyry (c.233–304ad) tells us that for his first ten years in Rome Plotinus gave 
oral expositions, some on the thought of Ammonias, but wrote nothing. This would 
place the earliest of Plotinus’ writings around the year 255ad, when the author was al-
ready fifty. Porphyry describes the writing fashion of Plotinus in a passage that helps one 
understand in a sympathetic way the difficulty, even obscurity, of the Enneads:12

When Plotinus had written anything he could never bear to go over it twice; even to 
read it through once was too much for him, as his eyesight did not serve him well for 
reading. In writing he did not form the letters with any regard to appearance or divide 
his syllables correctly, and he paid no attention to spelling. He was wholly concerned 
with thought; and, which surprised us all, he went on in this way right up to the end. He 
worked out his train of thought from beginning to end in his own mind, and then, when 
he wrote it down, since he had set it all in order in his mind, he wrote as continuously as 
if he was copying from a book. Even if he was talking to someone, engaged in a continu-
ous conversation, he kept to his train of thought. He could take his necessary part in the 
conversation to the full, and at the same time keep his mind fixed without a break on 

10 Deely 2001.
11 Recall the section “Forward to the Past: The Last Pagan Emperor”, p. 15ff. in Chapter 2 above.
12 Porphyry, c.300: Life of Plotinus, ¶8, pp. 29–31.
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what he was considering. When the person he had been talking to was gone he did not 
go over what he had written, because his sight, as I have said, did not suffice for revision. 
He went straight on with what came next, keeping the connection, just as if there had 
been no interval of conversation between.

What actually comes down to us seems to be all that Plotinus wrote, but as it went 
through the editorial hands of Porphyry who fashioned a whole under the title of En-
neads (or “Nines”, six groups of nine treatises). The fifty-four treatises which make up 
this work Porphyry so arranged because both six and nine are perfect numbers, nine in 
particular13 because nine, as the square of the trinity of complete harmony or three, is 
the perfect number.14

Thus we owe to Porphyry the substance of what we know about the doctrine of Plo-
tinus, the cen tral figure and principal font of Neoplatonism. His philosophical doctrine, 
varied by others but always around the central theme of the One “beyond being and 
nonbeing”, the source and ambi ence of all that is, surrounding and within everything but 
itself nowhere, is the distinctive fea ture of the school. “His is an ‘henology’ not an ‘ontol-
ogy’, an ‘account of unity’ and not an ‘ac count of being’,” is the way Leo Sweeney puts 
it,15 in what ranks as one of the clearest and most concise introductory accounts of the 
philosophy of Plotinus in recent literature. As “on” is the Greek term for “being”, so “e{n” 
(pronounced “hen”) is the Greek term for one. Whence, as “on+logos” gives “discourse 
about being or “ontology”, so “hen+logos” gives “discourse about the one” or “henol-
ogy”. (It is an odd term in English, but perhaps less so than would be “Oneology”).

The most instructive approach to Plotinus for our purposes in the present work, I 
think, is to develop this contrast between henology and ontology as it relates to logic. 
For, as we have already seen in dealing with the “origin of the liberal arts” in Chapter 2, 
and will see much further in Chapters 7 through 10 to follow, it is in the context of logic 
and the philosophy of nature that the doctrine of signs will eventually take form; and 
it will be the discussion of relation in Aristotle that will prove the principal seed from 
which the doctrine of signs will blossom. This approach will enable us to keep in the 
line of our main theme, whereas a fuller treatment of Plotinus’ doctrine in its own right 
would lead us in a quite different direction, a path for another day.

The Question for Neoplatonism: Outward to Things or Inward  
to the Soul’s Source and Origin? The “flight of the alone to the Alone”

We will see later in discussing Aquinas16 that the medieval “philosophy of being” is 
rooted in a notion of the distinctive light of human understanding according to which 

13 MacKenna (in Turnbull 1934: 11n.), in his translation, annotates Porphyry’s remark that he has 
divided the writings of Plo ti nus “into six sets of nine, an arrangement which pleased me by the happy 
combination of the perfect number six with the nines”, as follows: “In allusion to the Pythagorean 
theory that numbers are influential principles: three being the trinity is Perfect Harmony or Unity; 
twice 3 is the Perfect Dual; thrice 3 the Perfect Plural. This explains the use of 9 as a mystical number.”

14 Scholars think that in fact Plotinus wrote forty-five rather than fifty-four treatises. But for this 
detail I refer the reader to the gloss on the entry for “Plotinus”, p. 454 in the list of References at the 
end of this book, where the system of historical layering for all authors requires us to take the matter up.

15 Sweeney 1961: 510. The term “henology” for “philosophy of the One”, however, is not original 
with Sweeney but appears to be a coinage of Gilson 1948: 42 (“énologie” is the actual expression in 
Gilson’s French text). See Aertsen 1992: 120n4.

16 See “The Problem of Being as First Known” and “The Sequence of Primitive Concepts”, in 
Chapter 8, p. 253ff.; with fur ther discussion in Deely 2001: 645–662, “The Peculiar Case of Firstness”.
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that which first falls within the grasp of a distinctively and species-specifically human 
awareness of the Umwelt is neither ens reale nor ens rationis but “being-as-first-known”. 
It is at once the most primitive and the most comprehensive of all intel lec tual appre-
hensions, since it embraces in an undifferentiated, potential way all that experi ence and 
analysis will or even could reveal in the form of truths or fictions about the universe. 
Within this global grasp wherein the Umwelt is here and now presented to understand-
ing under the totalizing relation of a whole to itself, according to Aquinas, the under-
standing or intellect forms its first concept in the experience of “this rather than that” 
which becomes, in judgment, “this is not that”, and the “predicate” in this experience 
(the “not this” — or “not that”) is the concept of nonbeing.

Plotinus wishes to focus our attention in the opposite direction from that which the 
mind moves in forming first the concept of “nonbeing” and consequently the judgment 
which grasps as the first principle of all further clarificatory discourse the principle that 
“one and the same thing cannot in one and the same respect both be and not be”. He 
directs our consideration to what lies prior to the experience of difference, and prior 
even to the actuality of being-as-first-known, to the Source17 of everything that we call 
or experience as actuality in a world of “thises” that are not “thats”:18

Whoever beholds the One cannot say that It either is or is not such and such, for thereby 
the person would say that it is one of those beings which can rightly be termed such and 
such, whereas It really is other than all such beings. Having seen that It is indeterminate, 
he can enumerate all the beings which come after It and then say that It is nothing of 
all of them.

This One is not the original global “being-as-first-known” of which Aquinas 
speaks,19 of a certainty, for that being is a virtual plurality, whereas the One of which 
Plotinus speaks is pre cisely both before and beyond all possible plurality and is the ulti-
mate Source for everything that we experience as in any way different from anything 
else, including ourselves. To grasp the One, therefore, the soul must move from its first 
awakening not in the direction of nonbeing, that is to say, not toward the world of mate-
rial objects and sense:20

the soul travels the opposite way, it comes not to something else but to itself; and so 
when it is not in anything else it is in nothing but itself. But when it is in itself it is not 
alone and not in being, it is in That, for one becomes oneself not as entity but beyond 
entity by that intercourse. So if one sees that one’s self has become this, one has it as a 
likeness of the Divine, and if one goes on from it, as image to original, one reaches the 
end of one’s journey. And when a human being falls from the vision, that person wakes 
again the virtue within and considers all the order and beauty there, and is lightened and 
rises through virtue to Intelligence and through wisdom to the Divine. This is the life of 

17 For Aquinas this would be precisely the creative action whereby God sustains every finite being 
in existence between generation and corruption (in the case of material substances): see Chapter 8 
below, esp. p. 189. This would also, according to Aquinas, be the source — but depending directly on 
the divine initiative — of mystical experience.

18 From Plotinus i.263–268#39: Ennead VI, 8. 9. 37f., in the Greek text of Bréhier 1961: vol. VI, 
adapting a translation of this pas sage from Sweeney 1961: 513n21.

19 See in Chapter 8 below “The Problem of Being as First Known: the ‘Objectum Formale’ of 
Human Understanding”, p. 253ff.

20 Plotinus i.255–263ad#9: Ennead VI, 9. 11. 35s.; cf. Sweeney 1961: 516.
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gods and divine and blessed human beings: deliverance from the things of this world, a 
life which takes no delight in the things of this world, escape, in solitude to the Solitary.

In this “flight of the alone to the Alone” the human being discovers “the cause and 
power of a wise and intellectual life”:21

From the One comes Life and Intelligence because [the One is the source] of entity and 
being inasmuch as One. The One is simple and first, because the One is the principle 
and Source from which all things come. From the One comes primal motion, which is 
not in the One, and from the One comes also rest, of which the One has no need, for the 
One is neither in motion nor at rest, since the One has nothing in which to rest nor to 
which to move. Around what should the One move? Or to what or in what? For the One 
is the First. But the One is not limited, for by what could the One be limited?

How To Read Plotinus?
The manner by which the One gives rise to the universe is by what Plotinus calls 

“emanation”. This con ception is difficult to grasp save by metaphor: illumination “ema-
nates” from a source of light, heat “ema nates” from a source of heat, power “emanates” 
from a source of power, and so on. Plotinus envisions a cascade of beings emanating 
from the One which is beyond being, through pure intelligent spirits down through the 
embodied spirits of human beings to the nonbeing of matter itself, in which he identifies 
the source of evil in nature.

This central reliance on metaphor is what creates most of the difficulties in reading 
Plotinus. Aristotle had shown in his logic that without the principle of contradiction it 
becomes impossible to speak with clarity, and that he who would abandon the principle 
entirely would be unable to tell the difference between a man and a ship (a trireme, ac-
tually) or anything else. Sweeney suggests that there is a way around this problem, and 
that it lies in the difference between henology and ontology:22

No one who has attentively read the Enneads can fail to realize that the principle of con-
tradiction is not very operative or, at least, is not primarily operative there. Other prin-
ciples influence the Greek author much more deeply as he worked out and expressed his 
position, and to these that principle is subordinated.

This subordination seems inevitable if one reflects for a moment on the principle of 
contradic tion. Such a principle has primacy in a philosophy of being for the simple rea-
son that in such a philosophy being has primacy and that principle is a primal expression 
both of being and of its primacy. ... A philosophy is the intelligible re-presentation of the 
universe in light of what a philosopher conceives as genuinely real, and the basic prin-
ciples will manifestly grow out of that conception of reality and be expressed in its terms.

[Hence] where reality is differently conceived, the guiding norms are also different. 
... Plotinus is a case in point. His is not a metaphysics of being, which at best holds for 
him second rank. For him to be genuinely real is not to be being but to be one. ... the 
principle of being seu [or] contradiction23 ... recedes into the background, as his frequent 
use of paradox perhaps indicates.

21 Plotinus i.263–268ad#32: Ennead V.5 in the Greek text of Henry and Schwyzer 1959: II, 5. 10. 
10f.; adapting the translation of Sweeney 1961: 514.

22 Sweeney 1961: 508–510, “Basic Principles in Plotinus’s Philosophy”.
23 Or — non-contradiction! See the discussion of “The Sequence of First or ‘Primitive Concepts’ 

consequent upon Being” in Chapter 8, p. 270ff., esp. pp. 271–272.
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This is an ingenious if not entirely satisfying “solution” to the centrality of meta-
phor in the Plotinian explanation of the cosmos. Sweeney, by this maneuver, is able to 
bring everything together in Plotinus beginning with the principle that “Whatever is 
real is one”, proceeding to the principle that “Whatever is one, is also good”, and con-
cluding with the principle that “Whatever is prior is of great er reality than that which is 
subsequent”. Thus the One, as prior to all division, is supremely Good. What emanates 
out from the One, being Other, is divided, and so both one and other than one. As one, 
the “creature” is good, but as other than one it partakes at the same time of evil; as 
depen dent on the one it is a “creature”, but as separated from the one it partakes at the 
same time of nonbe ing. That creature closer to the one will have less of evil and more 
of good, hence is “higher” in a priority of descent from the One. That creature farther 
from the One is “lower” in the descent, and matter itself is the lowest of all, the term and 
source of evil in a universe each of whose levels or “grades” of being marks a definitive 
step in a “hierarchy of being”24 from the depths of matter to the heights of purely spiri-
tual substances and beyond to the unknowable One from whom the hierarchical cascade 
of being proceeds and of which we know at least this much: that the emanation from the 
One of the multiplicity of grades of beings is a necessary procession.

In this way are to be found “at least three principles [— to wit: whatever is real is 
one; whatever is one is good; whatever is prior is of greater reality than the subsequent 
—] which appear primarily operative in Plotinus’s thinking and which [unlike the prin-
ciple of contradiction] are never violated or set aside”.25 That is no small thing, and en-
ables Plotinus to speak with clarity after all, albeit a clarity different from what Aristotle 
considered clarity to be.

How To Interpret Ultimate Potentiality?
Good and Evil are two ideas that go together in experience and philosophy. 

Neoplaton ism is commonly discussed beginning from Plato’s Idea of the Good as the 
loftiest of the Forms. But at the other end of the hierarchy, as it were, the lowliest point 
of the universe is encountered in Plato’s discussion of the creation of the universe, in 
the dialogue Timaeus, with the notion of “the receptacle” — in a manner, he says,26 “the 
nurse of all generation”. Plato summarizes the problematic as follows:27

Wherefore the mother and receptacle of all created and visible and in any way sensible 
things is not to be termed earth or air or fire or water, or any of their compounds, or any 
of the elements from which these are derived, but is an invisible or formless being which 
receives all things and in some mysterious way partakes of the intelligible, and is most 
incomprehensible. In saying this we shall not be far wrong.

Here Plato retains to the end the split between the sensible world of forms in matter 
and the intelligible world of forms as such. In rejecting the idea that reality lies only in 
a suprasensible realm but includes also the sensible world as such, Aristotle rejects pre-
cisely this idea of a receptacle prejacent to and independent of the forms “received” in 

24 The word “hierarchy” is used so freely in describing Plotinus’ view of the universe that it comes 
as quite a surprise to realize that the term postdates Plotinus and comes rather from the 6th century 
Pseudo-Dionysius. See O’Meara 1996: 66ff.

25 Sweeney 1961: 512.
26 Plato c.359–347, Timaeus 48d.
27 Ibid. 48eff., esp. 51c.
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matter. In its place he posits his notion of “pure potentiality” or “prime matter”, which 
has absolutely no existence independent of the substantial forms of material individu-
als but constitutes simply their intrinsic capacity to be transformed into other kinds of 
substances than they are here and now. Here and now may be an individual lion and an 
individual human being in an interaction: the lion, hungry, has just leapt and sunk into 
the human his teeth and claws as the first step toward dinner. Other lions from the pride 
soon join in, and, by the end of the feast, of the human little remains but the bones, 
which in their turn may become fossils or simply reprocessed in other ways over the 
course of the universe’s transformations. The flesh is on its way to being transformed 
into lion waste matter in one part and lion flesh in the other part. The same matter 
which had formerly received and sustained the substantial form of a human being is now 
receiving and being sustained by the substantial form of a lion.

But this flesh of the lion retains within its depths the capacity, in its turn, to be 
turned into the flesh of yet some other predator; and thence yet again into some other 
substance and series of substances in the unending process of transformations which we 
call the universe, the intelligibility of which we measure from within by means of what 
the Latins would term “transcendental relations”.28 Aristotle terms this potential dimen-
sion of material substance whereby it is always subject to corruption in the generation of 
some supplanting substance “prime matter”, a purely intelligible but mind-independent 
dimension of substance real only in its correlation with substantial form and in no other 
way. The actuality of substantial form becomes, then, his point d’appui for locating real-
ity at the very heart of the sensible world itself, distinguishing thereby the substantial 
form of material substance from the substantial form of substances — pure intellects 
— separated from matter. And implicit in this discussion is the distinction generally of 
the substantial forms of all finite existents from the reality of the Mover Itself Unmoved 
which transcends as Pure Act the distinction between potency and act which marks, the 
medievals would say, even the pure spirits, because their forms, though independent of 
matter, are yet potential respecting the act of existence. Thus a substantial form spiri-
tual as such has no correlation with the prime matter that makes material substances 
transformable one into the other across the lines dividing natural kind from kind, yet 
even that form is potential respecting existence, just as the forms educed from matter are 
together with the matter potential respecting existence.

Whence the underlying potentiality out of which the individuals themselves arise, the 
“substrate” of substantial change (the “coming to be” and “passing away” of individuals), 
for Aristotle, against Plato, is not a “receptacle” but a finitizing correlate of substantial acts 
as not merely limited but transformable in the very specific kinds that they individually  

28 Yet the expression “transcendental relation” is misleading, for what the expression designates are 
not relations at all but the features of finite being which reveal the dependency of each finite being upon 
its surroundings and bear the mark of its interactions therewith, and are thus able to found or give rise in 
thought to the very relations expressing the requirements in discourse for understanding the physical 
interactions through which material substances both sustain and transform themselves. Consider 
this: forensic laboratories depend precisely on transcendental relations! See Poinsot 1632a: Second 
Preamble, Article 2, 89/21–90/40, esp. 89/47–90/8, emphases added: “Quapropter relatio secundum dici 
in hoc perpetuo distinguitur a relatione secundum esse ex D. Thoma, quod principale significatum 
relationis secundum dici non est relatio, sed aliquid aliud, ad quod sequitur relatio. Quando autem 
principale significatum alicuius est relatio ipsa et non aliquid absolutum, tunc est relatio secundum esse”; 
and 90/12–18, original emphasis: “relatio transcendentalis ... non est alia a relatione secundum dici ...”. 
This topic, “Transcendental Relativity” (versus ontological relativity), will come up at the opening of 
Chapter 4, p. 82, and especially in Chapter 7, p. 147, and finally in Chapter 10 where it will prove 
decisive for establishing the standpoint of semiotic.
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illustrate. Prime matter as “substrate” has no being in its own right, not even that of a 
pure formlessness, but only the relative being of a surpassable limit (thus differentiat-
ing material substance as such subject to both generation and corruption within the cre-
ated order from spiritual substance as such subject only to creation) within which a form 
achieves specification of a mode of finitude according to which existence can be exercised.

“Primary matter” is precisely the pure dimension within the material individual 
or substance according to which the substantial form specifying the mode of existence 
exercised here and now is always replaceable by some other substantial specification, 
dictated ultimately by the play of accidental changes which (as cumulative privations 29 
of the dispositions upon which the individual substance depends for its continuation) 
overcome the substantial dispositions necessary to sustain any given substantial form. 
Aristotle observed that a man cannot be said to have the potential to be a corpse, be-
cause the corpse would not be a man, and change requires continuity; but that does not 
change the fact that prime matter, from the point of view of the natural individual, is a 
“being-toward-death”.

Potentiality, in sum, from prime matter all the way to subsistent intellectual forms 
existing not as instances of species but as species in their own right, is always relative 
to act, and can exist in no other way; whereas act is relative to potency only when the 
actuality in question is a limited or finite act. Thus nothing prevents act as such from 
existing as such in a pure form; and the analysis of change as a transition from potency 
to act leads by a sufficiently refined logical consequence to the notion of a pure act as 
existence itself, ipsum esse subsistens, the only source whence the action of causes becomes 
in the first place possible. “Pure Act” is Subsistent Existence, but “pure potentiality” 
has no existence save through the substantial actuality of which it expresses the limits as 
surpassable and replaceable. Prime matter is thus relative to substantial form, but only 
some substantial forms are relative to prime matter; but even in the case of those sub-
stantial forms that are correlative to matter, the correlativity belongs to them not as act 
per se but only as finite acts of individual instances of specific kinds.30 (Hence will Aquinas 
conclude that substantial forms not correlative to matter, pure spirits, are not individuals 
of a species but are each one a species in its own right.)

Neoplatonism is commonly treated beginning with the Form of the Good, which 
leads to the One beyond being and non-being. But matter as the receptacle of forms 
leads to the notion of evil for Neoplatonism, and an analysis of the movement could 

29 Thus do both Aristotle and Aquinas agree that the principles of change in the material universe 
are not dualistic (matter and form) but trialistic (matter and form and privation), a point which the 
expression “hylomorphism” distressingly conceals, for it plays into the background cosmological image 
discussed on pp. 54–55 above at note 1. See “Neither monism nor dualism but trialism” in Chapter 7 
below, pp. 143–146.

30 There are not many modern studies of the contours of this recondite but crucial medieval 
discussion. The doctoral study of Collins 1947, esp. the chapter on “The Thomistic Polemic against 
Universal Matter”, pp. 42–74, bears citing, as does Poinsot’s demonstration (1643a: d. 39, a. 2, 461 
¶12), following Aquinas, that there can be no such thing as “spiritual matter”, whence there are 
possible only three varieties of finite substance: those whose form depends upon the dispositions of 
matter both for coming into being and continuing in being (all material substances other than human 
beings, including all the other animals), those whose form depends upon the dispositions of matter for 
coming into being but not for continuing in being (rational animals), and those whose form depends 
upon the dispositions of matter neither for coming into being nor for continuing in being (angels). 
See Deely 2004b on “the semiosis of angels”. This question of a “universal matter” for the whole of 
finite being will have a bearing on Porphyry’s idea that immortal animals are possible: see pp. 77–78 in 
Chapter 3 below, in connection with the “Diagram of the Porphyrian Tree of Substances”.
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as well start here, on the dark underside, as it were, of the doctrine of the Form of the 
Good. At least it can be said that Plotinus, in his effort to make a synthesis of Aristote-
lianism with Platonism, began precisely here with a revisiting of the difficult Aristotelian 
concept of prime matter as pure potency, developing the difficulties he identified in the 
direction of a restoration of the Platonic doctrine of the receptacle, a “surface as even 
and smooth as possible”31 so as to make no impression of its own to mar the impressions 
made on it by the forms it receives. Plotinus begins apparently accepting Aristotle’s doc-
trine that prime matter has no existence or nature of its own save in relation to form, a 
doctrine which led Aquinas, as other later Latins, to the view that God in creating the 
world acts “upon nothing” — creation, the only intelligible case where action presup-
poses nothing prejacent to itself, as we will see in Chapter 8.

But for Plotinus the acceptance becomes not a point of departure for the drawing of 
consequences directly so much as a point of departure for quite a different question with 
quite different consequences. Corrigan paraphrases the question Plotinus raises upon 
this point as follows:32 “can we make sense of the view that matter is potential unless we 
posit an underlying matter” — a matter, that is to say, more fundamental than that cap-
tured in Aristotle’s doctrine of “prime matter”, and very like that characterized in Plato’s 
doctrine of the receptacle of forms — “which is none of the things upon it and yet all of 
them potentially?” In other words, that matter is “nothing in actuality” does not prevent 
it from being “something else” than actuality and independent of form as such in any 
sense, to which the giving of actuality through the reception of forms is presupposed,33 
namely, a prejacent receptacle, exactly as Plato had described in his Timaeus!

This reinterpretation by Plotinus of the ultimate nature of matter as potentiality 
(“prime matter”) becomes, in this manner, the root of the conflict between Neopla-
tonism and the Latin Aristotelianism which would arise through the thought of Albert 
the Great and, especially, Thomas Aquinas after him in the interpretation of the Aris-
totelian doctrine of substance. The Plotinian reinterpretation is also allied to the Mani-
chean views so attractive to the young Augustine, who indeed saw matter and the body 
as the domain of evil, to the point of contemplating a divinity whence evil emanates 
in the material world even as goodness emanates in the spiritual world from a divin-
ity purely good. If we look to ontology rather than logic, then, Plotinus’ insouciance 
toward the principle of contradiction would be rooted not in his mysticism, natural or 
supernatural, but precisely in his doctrine of being as never achieved in the becoming 
of forms in matter. But let us deal with the question in the most general terms possible. 
And in Neoplatonism, I think it is not ontology but the turning of the soul within itself 
as the source of all doctrine, ontological, epistemological, or logical, that is the central 
intuition, the decisive moment, the central meaning of “experience”.

How To Deal with Contradictions?
We do not know what Aristotle would have said to Plotinus, since time prevented 

him from an opportunity to study or meet with Plotinus (Aristotle having been dead 
some five-hundred-twenty-five years or so when Plotinus was born). Moreover, Aris-
totle never really considered the idea of viewing the Source of the universe in terms of 

31 As Plato said in his Timaeus by way of analogy. Corrigan (1996: 115) puts the Neoplatonic 
position advanced from Plotinus in straightforward language: “matter does receive shape, but it is not 
itself shaped by this reception”.

32 Corrigan 1996: 112.
33 A view, as we will see, which the doctrine of esse developed in Aquinas absolutely precludes.
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what lay prior to any primum cognitum. His own philosophy, and even that of those with 
whom he begged to differ, had always looked in the other direction, the direction of 
outer experience and the things revealed there, posterior to the experience of being. It 
was in this perspec tive that he formulated his famous reductio ad absurdum (his “reduc-
tion to absurdity”) of those who did not follow the principle of contradiction:34

If all contradictories are true of the same subject at the same time, evidently all things 
will be one. For the same thing will be a trireme,35 a wall, and a man, if it is equally pos-
sible to affirm and to deny anything of anything, — and this premise must be accepted 
by those who share the views of Protagoras. For if any one thinks that the man is not a 
trireme, evidently he is not a trireme; so that he also is a trireme, if, as they say, the con-
tra dic tory is true. And we thus get the doctrine of Anaxagoras, that all things are mixed 
together; so that noth ing real ly exists. They seem, then, to be speaking of the indeter-
minate, and, while fancying themselves to be speaking of being, they are speaking about 
non-being; for that which exists potentially and not actually is the inde ter mi nate. ... for 
instance, if it is true to say of a man that he is not a man, evidently it is also true to say 
that he is either a trireme or not a trireme. If, then, the affirmative can be predicated, 
the negative must be predicable too; and if the affirmative is not predicable, the negative, 
at least, will be more predicable than the negative of the subject itself. If, then, even the 
latter negative is predicable, the negative of ‘trireme’ will be also predicable; and, if this 
is predicable, the affirmative will be so too. — Those, then, who maintain this view are 
driven to this conclusion, and to the further conclusion that it is not necessary either to 
assert or to deny.36 ...

Again, either the theory is true in all cases, and a thing is both white and not-white, 
and being and not-being, and all other contradictories are similarly compatible, or the 
theory is true of some statements and not of others. And if not of all, the exceptions will 
be agreed upon.

It would seem to be on this last point — the possibility of the abandonment of the 
principle of contra dic tion only in respect of “some statements and not of others”, with 
exceptions that “will be agreed upon” — that there will prove to be room for dialogue 
between Neoplatonism and the philosophy of being in the Latin Age. For what Plotinus 
has hit upon is the idea of taking the inward side of experience precisely as such, rather 
than its outward counterpart — the Innenwelt rather than the Lebenswelt — as his 
point of departure.

Intellectual Discourse vs. Mystical Experience
We will see something like this again at the origin of modern philosophy, when 

Descartes inspires the movement of Rationalism by turning away from the senses to 
find within his own mind the source of all truth and knowledge.37 But Plotinus is in this 

34 Aristotle 348/7bc: Metaphysics, Book IV, 1007b19.
35 A type of ship in the ancient world powered by three levels of oars.
36 Aristotle 348/7bc: Metaphysics, Book IV, 1008a29: “Further, it follows that all would then be right 

and all would be in error, and our opponent himself confesses himself to be in error. — And at the same 
time our discussion with him is evidently about nothing at all; for he says nothing. For he says neither 
‘yes’ nor ‘no’, but both ‘yes’ and ‘no’; and again he denies both of these and says ‘neither yes nor no’; for 
otherwise there would already be something definite. — Again, if when the assertion is true, the negation 
is false, and when this is true, the affirmation is false, it will not be possible to assert and deny the same 
thing truly at the same time. But perhaps they might say we had assumed the very thing at issue.”

37 Descartes 1641; discussed in Deely 2001: Chap. 12.
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respect much more radical than will be Descartes. For Descartes turns within still to 
deal with ideas and concepts directly expressible in intellectual discourse. Plotinus does 
not. He is interested in an experience, an experience that can only be called mystical, 
the contact of the human soul in an experience of the divine, and the cultivation and 
expansion within that soul of what it has of the divine. For “if one sees that one’s self” 
has its humanity “as a likeness of the Divine”, as Plotinus tells us in the text of the En-
neads cited above,38 “and if one goes on from it, as image to original, one reaches the end 
of one’s journey”, namely, the “life of man with God”,39 as the later Christian mystics 
would put it.

It is thus that the great attraction of Neoplatonism for the Christians will, so to say, 
emanate. The Christian revelation speaks of man as “made in the image and likeness 
of God”, and the Christian religion teaches that the destiny of human beings is to be 
united with God through grace to spend all eternity in the contemplation of all reality 
through the “beatific vision”, wherein the Divine Essence itself supplies to the soul the 
role of concepts, and God is seen as all in all.

As long as there is a tradition in the West and in the world of authors who will try 
to explain claims of direct experiences of God as transcending all of the world, there will 
be an interest in literature of the type that Plotinus generated in the school of Neopla-
tonism. Neoplatonic influence will be everywhere in the Latin Age, not so much as a 
philosophy (excepting the case of Scotus Erigena, which we will touch on shortly) as an 
atmosphere of mystical reverence and hunger for that “taste of divine things” of which 
mystics have always and will always speak. But an action on the human mind or soul 
initiated by God perforce transcends the proper sphere of what can be grounded in ex-
perience as the measure of philo soph ical explanation. Such an action may enter the sphere of 
human experience, to be sure; but it does so by definition and perforce from the outside, 
from beyond the subjectivity separating the individual human as substance from what is 
other than itself. Philosophy may reckon the possibility of such action, and take account 
of its probabilities and apparent or possible consequences. But for thought to claim its 
origin in such a sphere, or to consist only or principally in such reflec tion, is to forfeit 
its claim as philosophical reason.

We would find the Neoplatonic mentality in Bonaventura (1217–1274), “the Se-
raphic Doctor”, Franciscan colleague of Thomas Aquinas at the University of Paris, in 
his doctrine of the primacy of will over understanding, because faith resides in the will, 
and to believe is more important than to understand.40 We would find it especially in the 
Rhineland Mystics around and just after the time of Aquinas — in the writings of the 
immortal Meister Eckhart (c.1260–1327), who was condemned by Church authorities 
in 1326 and probably escaped burning only by the grace of a natural death which came 
first); in the work of John Tauler (c.1290–1361) and Blessed Henry Suso (1295–1365); in 
Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179); in Jan van Ruysbroeck (1293–1381) and the “Breth-
ren of the Common Life”; in the letters and Dialogue of Catherine of Siena (March 25, 
1347 – April 29, 1380); and in the visionary reports, the Reve la tions of Divine Love, of her 
English recluse contemporary, Juliana of Norwich (c.1342 – c.1423); in the un known 
author of the Cloud of Unknowing;41 in John of the Cross (1542–1591) and Teresa of Avila 

38 Plotinus i.255–263ad#9: Ennead VI, 9. 11. 35f., more fully cited on pp. 62–63 above.
39 See the work of this title by Moore 1956.
40 See especially Bonaventura’s little classic (1259) translated as “The Journey of the Mind to God”.
41 Edited by Walsh 1981 (see under “Anonymous c.1380” in References). Rorem remarks (1993: 4) 

that the very title of this work is a phrase that the Pseudo-Dionysius coined.
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(1515–1582); and even to some extent in the convent of 17th century Port Royale and 
the writing of Blaise Pascal (1623–1662). We would encounter a mentality essentially 
Neoplatonic also were we to examine the cultures of the “East”, India, China, and Japan 
— in the variations on Hinduism and Buddhism and Taoism. Throughout these Eastern 
developments there has been no rational counterpart in any development of philosophy 
proper; and the effects on the culture as a whole have been some what wanting.

But, if reluctantly (for it would be an interesting way to go), yet necessarily, our 
route does not much take us by those ways; for we are concerned in this book with phi-
losophy not as mystical experience but as able to develop explanatory concepts making 
sense of the things of this world as we encounter them on that side of the first experience 
of nonbeing to which the principle of contradiction directly applies.

Toward the Idea of a Creative God or “Source of Being”
Oddly, a principal development toward what will appear among the Latins as the 

doctrine or philosophy of being came from this same Plotinus who rejected the Aristo-
telian interpretation of the principles of reality and philosophical logic. For by insisting 
that beyond the being of substance there is the One from which even the quasi-self-
sufficient being of substance (as existing or able to exist in itself) derives, Plotinus seems 
to have been the first philosopher to introduce — or, perhaps better to say, to expressly 
point toward — the notion of a cause of existence as such, rather than simply of being in 
this or that respect.

The Aristotelian causal scheme, in which efficient or agent causality is primary in 
the sublunary sphere (the environment as directly experienced, that is), always presup-
poses something on which the agent acts. But in the Enneads of Plotinus, we are intro-
duced to the idea of existence as an act which is not the actualization of a prior poten-
tiality but that upon which all potentialities, realized or not, depend as potentialities  
in order to be.

I have put this perhaps more clearly than the “henological” language of Plotinus 
would itself allow. Yet the main point has been well brought out by the Plotinus scholar, 
Lloyd Gerson,42 in observing that Aristotle “does not appear to have considered that 
the existence of that which has already been generated [terrestrial substances] or of that 
which is ungenerable [celestial substances] might be in need of an explanation”, while 
inviting us in a note43 to “compare Plotinus’s claim that, despite the fact that the universe 
does not have a beginning in time, it does have a cause of its existence.” Thus, whereas 
the coming to be of a thing is the actualization of prior potencies, and the passing away 
of things is a reduction of actualities back into potentiality, the existence of a composite 
thing is at once dependent on a cause or source outside the thing and not the actualiza-
tion as such of a prior potency. “Causing existence”, Gerson comments,44 not being the 
“bring ing about of a change”, but the sustaining of that within which whatever change 
is in the first place possible, and that which every finite agent presupposes in order to be 
able to act in the sense of bringing about a change, then appears as “that for which there 
is no more appropriate term than ‘creation’.”

For the idea of creation, the Thomistic scholar Sertillanges reminded us,45 re-
duces to the question of whether God acts “presupposing something, or presupposing  

42 Gerson 1994a: 18.
43 Ibid. n. 27.
44 Ibid. 19.
45 Sertillanges 1945: 6–7.
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nothing at all”. Yet there will be this vast differ ence between the dependency of the 
universe in being on the One of Plotinus and on the Subsistent Existence we will 
find in the later analysis46 of Aquinas: the One necessarily gives existence to the things 
outside and below itself; the Esse Subsistens of Aquinas is not so constrained, but freely 
creates, and is able to do so exactly because productive actuality is inferior in being to 
immanent actuality in which thought consists prior (whether logically or temporally) 
to any creation.

This distinction between act as immanent and as productive, perhaps, a “henology” 
cannot reach, as an ontology can.47 Be that as it may, and however obscurely, we seem to 
find first in Plotinus an analysis of the data of human experience thematically organized 
to indicate that the existence itself of things needs as such explaining.

To analyze change while presupposing existence is not enough. Aristotle’s error in 
iden tifying being with substance Plotinus understood all too well, while his own error in 
identifying act with productive causality as presupposing potency had yet to be brought 
to light. Even so, we may chalk it up to history’s penchant for producing ironies that 
the Enneads of Plotinus provide for the philosophers of being the first inkling of their 
central insight that, while all potency is correlative to some act, act need not be correla-
tive of any potency but can exist immanently as unconstrained by any limitation from 
within. So it is not entirely surprising, but it is ironic, to find the philosophers of being 
bowing to the henologist48 for raising consciousness to the point of considering being 
itself as finite on the side of creatures while infinite on the side of the creator. Not only 
Augustine, but Aquinas and Scotus, too, owes a debt to Plotinus, as does the Latin Age 
in general to Neoplatonism, as we have had occasion to examine in touching upon the 
matter of the “dark ages” of Latin development in our Chapter 2 survey above, and will 
further in some depth examine in Chapter 5 below.

Here, however, let us turn from the overall consideration of Plotinus’ philosophy to 
one of its most remarkable developments, the so-called “Tree of Porphyry”. The more 
general influence of Plotinian thought upon the Latins we shall take up again in Chapter 
5; but here it remains to consider the Neoplatonist Porphyry’s permanent contribution 
to our understanding of human discourse in his setting forth of the logical requirements 
for the framing of definitions.

The Tree of Porphyry
Quite apart from the twofold, quasi-religious, interest of Neoplatonic philosophy (as 

the final redoubt of the pagan religion in ancient Rome, and as a principal influence on 
the de vel op ment of theology in the Latin Age), there is one little work of Neoplatonism 
in particular which is of a more general and straightforwardly philosophical interest. 
This is the little treatise Porphyry wrote around 271ad (and between his skirmishes as 
a philosophical general in the continuation of Plotinus’s war against Christianity). He 
penned this work as a letter to a friend to explain the five factors at play whenever we 
strive to formulate a definition of anything.

The tract came to be known by the Greek title of Isagoge, “Introduction”, to the 
logical study of categories. In Latin times, where it was read and studied all over Europe, 

46 See Chapter 8 below.
47 This problematic was suggested to me by a reading of Ciapalo 1987, on learning that for Plotinus 

“motion primarily is cognition”. Cf. the remarkable essay of Simon 1971.
48 Cf. Clarke 1952 and 1959. Some pretty serious controversy has developed around this point: cf. 

Gerson 1994: 233 note 11.
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the Isagoge was often called by the title of Quinque Verba, “The Five Words”, because 
it had for its subject matter an exposition of the terms “genus”, “species”, “difference”, 
“property”, and “accident”. This little tract was a jewel in the history of logic. It deserves 
study even today (though certain un ne ces sary overcodings with which the Latins em-
balmed the work need to be stripped away).

To appreciate the influence of the Isagoge, one must bear in mind that Aristotle’s log-
ical writings were the main body of Greek philosophy that passed into Latin translation 
at the beginning of the so-called “dark ages”. The logical works, and the Aristotelian 
idea that logic is the indispensable instrument for rational progress in discourse regard-
less of subject matter, were thus at work in the medieval ferment of Latin thought even 
after Europe was thrown upon its own devices in matters of language and learning after 
the removal of the Roman empire to the East in the fifth century.

The Roots of Porphyry’s Tree
Aristotelian logic was also called “terminist logic”, because it studied arguments 

in terms of relations among propositions as the component parts of arguments, and 
propositions as parts resolvable into relations of predication between terms. Thus, 
terms, propositions, and argu ments (represigns: linguistic terms which represent an-
other without making any assertion about what is represented; dicisigns: combina-
tions of linguistic terms which both represent another and make an assertion about 
it; and suadisigns: linguistic terms combined so as not only to represent and make an 
assertion about another but also to give a reason for what is asserted) formed the three 
principal parts or areas of logical investigation.49 Terms, the linguistic signs which 
represent an object without making an assertion about it, Peirce would later call by 
a Greek-derived name signaling this status, namely, “rheme”, which in Latin would 
be represign.

In the middle ages, the study of terms was associated with what the Latins called 
“simple apprehension” or “simple awareness”, that is, intellectual awareness as distinct 
from and presupposed to any judgment about objects. The book of Aristotle dealing 
with terms was titled the Categories, which meant the list of the most general or generic 
terms that can be applied univ o cally (that is, with the same sense in each application) 
to objects and aspects of objects encountered in our experience of the natural world. 
Thus, a natural individual Aristotle classified as a substance,50 and the characteristics of 
individuals he classified as an acci dent. Natural substances exist in themselves (ens in se), 
though dependently upon their environment and in interaction with other substances; 
but accidents exist dependently upon substances, either in them (ens in alio) or between 
them (ens ad aliud), precisely as those aspects of the individual whereby its own being is 
expressed and involved with its surroundings.

The so-called “accidents” of substance proved, upon fuller analysis, to be a var i ous 
lot, rang ing from quite incidental and chance features to stable and regular character-
istics and intrinsic structural features without which the essential type of the individual 
would be different (this latter group of accidents, the stable and typical ones, were also 
called “properties”). The irre ducible number of accidents generically considered was a 
subject of debate, and to some extent dependent on the point of view adopted. Aristotle’s 
own most complete list51 included nine genera of accident: quantity, quality, relation, 

49 See “The Instrument of All the Sciences” in Chapter 7 below, esp. p. 165.
50 See the section on “Transcendental Relativity” in Chapter 7, p. 147.
51 See “The Categories of Aristotle” in Chapter 7, p. 148.
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action, passion (or undergoing an action), posture, where (location), when, and vestition 
(or external attachments).

Following the study of terms and their properties Aristotelian logic turned to the 
study of terms precisely as functioning within the proposition, where they acquire fur-
ther properties by virtue of being given a role — either that of identifying the object 
about which something is to be asserted (the role of subject), or that of making the asser-
tion about the object (the role of predicate) — whereby they no longer merely represent 
but make an assertion about the represented object (whence the meaning of the predi-
cate becomes part of the meaning of the subject). Propositions are linguistic signs which 
say something (predicate) about something (subject), and Peirce hence later called them 
dicisigns (from signum, to represent another, + dicere, to speak or to say). In the Latin Age, 
the study of propositions was associated with what the Latins called “judgment”, that is, 
the complex awareness of an ob ject formed by the expression of a definite opinion about 
it. The book of Aristotle dealing with judgments was called Peri Hermeni as, “Concern-
ing Interpretation”. For some curious reason, this two-word Greek title was retained 
in Latin, but mistranslated as a single term, thus: Perihermenias. The same work had a 
properly Latin title of two words quite well rendering correctly the original two-word 
Greek title, De Interpretatione, “On Interpretation”.

Finally, the interrelation of propositions in the formation of arguments provided the 
focus of what Aristotle called Analytics, or logic proper. In analytics, arguments could 
be studied in either of two ways. Most simply, from the standpoint of their form alone, 
which Aristotle called Prior Analytics, and which the Latins called “formal logic” or (very 
late) “minor logic”. Arguments could also be studied from the standpoint of their sub-
ject matter as well as their form, which Aristotle called Posterior Analytics and the Latins 
called “material logic” or (again much later) “major logic”. With “posterior analytics” 
logic shaded into philosophy and science proper; it is closer to what we would term to-
day “philosophy of science” (the “cenoscopy of ideoscopy”, as it were). In his books of 
Posterior Analytics, Aristotle was concerned with the establishment of proofs or demon-
strative arguments, arguments which state the reason why (or propter quid, as the Latins 
said) some situation or thing is the way it is.

But Aristotle also well recognized that many times we do not understand enough of 
the matter we are arguing about to construct demonstrative proofs. In the case of those 
not infrequent situations we are forced to rely on merely probable arguments, which 
state that “perhaps the reason is such and such”, thus providing an hypothesis for further 
investigation or action. In the Latin Age, this type of reasoning was also called “induc-
tion”, later “ascending induction” or “inductive ascent”. Peirce, trying in part to remove 
the misunderstandings which the early medieval terminology had created among the 
moderns ignorant of the more sophisticated late Latin developments (where we find 
“induction” divided into ascending — from things to ideas — and descending — testing 
ideas against things52), called the process of reasoning to a hypothesis abduction, reserv-
ing the name “induction” for reasoning involved in the testing of hypotheses; but this 
use of induction as “descending” is contrary to modern linguistic custom, and would be 
better served by the term “retroduction”, as noted above.53

The comparative evaluation of probable arguments Aristotle dealt with in a book he 
called Topics, i.e., how to choose a good starting point for the construction and evaluation 

52 Poinsot 1631: Summularum Liber Primus, Caput 2, “De Inductione”, 60/1–61/17; discussion in 
Deely 1982:71–75, and Deely 2009: 208–210, esp. 209n4. 

53 See p. 33, note 60, in Chapter 2.
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of arguments concerning “what is likely the case”. And finally, he wrote a work on how 
to detect and deal with flaws in arguments, or “falla cies”, which he titled On Sophistical 
Refutations, that is to say, on the refutation of nice-sounding arguments which yet con-
ceal and depend on fallacies.

In his book on Topics, Aristotle introduced four key terms: definition, property, ge-
nus, and accident. These are the classification of what can be said about any given subject 
matter, and are called hence predicables. When we say of any X that it “is Y”, we are 
giving either the defi ni tion of Y or are expressing about it a stable feature, a common 
feature, or a feature easily changed — that is, a property, genus, or “accident” (not to 
be confused with the broader sense of the term “accident” as the category contrasted 
to substance, which would include also what is here called a “property”, i.e., a stable or 
necessary accident).

By “definition”, here, Aristotle meant above all the essential definition, that is, the 
expression in language of the kind or type of thing under discussion, but also any ac-
cidental definition — in a word, any definition as such. Definition in the sense of es-
sential definition is arrived at, on Aristotle’s own account, by combining the genus with 
a difference constituting a specific type. So Aristotle’s list of four “ways in which one 
thing can be said of another” implicitly contains five rather than four terms: species or 
type, which corresponds to the essential definition; genus or essential element which the 
species shares in common with other types; difference which, when added to the genus, 
establishes the unique kind; property which expresses the being of a thing in a typical 
and regular way even though it is not part of the essence as such; and accident which 
expresses, as it were, the individual uniqueness of a thing’s history. This is why Porphyry 
lists five predicables rather than only four.

The Trunk of Porphyry’s Tree
But of the object represented by any term, we can ask, “What is it?” Hence the sub-

ject of the predicables is a subject which concerns the definition of any term in relation 
to its object, what it signifies. In this way, as logic can be considered the introduction to 
the study of philosophy itself, so the study of the predicables appears as the introduc-
tion to the study of logic; for logic principally concerns the analysis of arguments, and 
arguments are formed through propositions, which in turn are formed from terms. The 
definition of terms is the key to the understanding of propositions formed on the basis of 
terms, just as the understanding of prop o sitions is the key to understanding arguments 
in which these propositions are employed. Where X is a term, we must obviously know 
what X means or stands for, what it represents, before we can use X either in a proposi-
tion (whether as subject or as predicate) or in an argument.

Now the answer to the question, “What is X?”, always takes the form “X is Y”, 
where Y conveys, necessarily, one or other (or some combination) of the following. Y 
must express either the essential definition of X, or something over and above that defi-
nition. If something over and above the essential definition, then it must express charac-
teristics of the individual, either in the manner of a property or of an accident (a feature) 
easily changed. If the answer expressed the essential definition, it will express either the 
whole of that essence (species), or only part of the essence. If only part, that part must 
be either the common part (genus) or the differentiative part (differentia). (Note that, 
respecting Aristotle’s categories, both “property” and “accident” belong to the class of 
“accidents” as opposed to “substance” itself.)

In this way, we readily see that the discussion of the predicables is nothing more 
nor less than the framework for any theory of definition, and definition — explicit or  
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implicit — is necessary on the face of it for any systematic use of terms in argumenta-
tion. Thus logic, as the study of argument forms, in volves as part of its foundation the 
theory of definitions. And the theory of definitions is what the doctrine of the predi-
cables establishes and explains: the form of the possible answers to the question, “What 
is X”, where X is a term standing for some object of thought, and where the answer “X is 
Y” predicates of X another term, Y, simple or complex, in an assertion about the nature 
or condition of X which purports to tell us the answer to our original inquiry.

Once it is understood that Porphyry has outlined the requirements for forming 
definitions of terms, it is easy to understand why he considered what he had written to 
be the Isagoge or Introduction to Aristotle’s categories understood as the terms to be used 
in the formation of propositions and arguments. It is also easy to see why his treatise, 
given its brevity and comparative clarity, came to be widely used among the Latins as the 
introduction to Logic as a whole.

An Example of Scholastic Commentary
The student should read Porphyry’s text in the manner that the medievals them-

selves read it for the purpose of understanding and commenting upon it. The work 
should be broken down into its basic parts, and then the focal point of each of these parts 
needs to be identified. Because the work is so short, using the 1975 Warren translation 
of Porphyry’s Isagoge into English, we may illustrate by means of it something of the 
manner of medieval commentary on a philosoph ical text.

Division and Analysis of the Text
The Isagoge divides basically into two major parts. First there is the definition of 

each of its five key terms (pp. 28–49). Then there is the comparative discussion of these 
key terms (pp. 49–62). In the discussion of genus (28–33), Porphyry distinguishes three 
senses, in order to focus upon “that predicated essentially of many things which differ 
in species” or kind (p. 30). In discussing species (34–41), he establishes “what the genus 
is predicated of essentially and is itself predicated essentially of many things which dif-
fer in number” (p. 35), that is, differ as indi vid uals. In discussing difference (pp. 42–47), 
Porphyry again distinguishes several senses, in order to focus principally upon “strict 
differences [which] make something different in essence” or kind (p. 42) and from which 
“divisions of genera into species arise and definitions are expressed” (p. 43). In discuss-
ing property (p. 48), Porphyry distinguishes four senses, but here his discussion becomes 
comparatively muddled. No one of the four finally emerges as clearly focal (or fully 
defensible), though “what occurs in the entire species, in it only, and always” comes the 
closest. In discuss ing accident (pp. 48–49), the focal definition is “what can belong or not 
belong to the same thing”.

With these definitions in place, Porphyry proceeds to compare and contrast the 
focal mean ings of the five key terms (pp. 49–62). How this comparative discussion is or-
ganized Porphyry fully explains in a paragraph inserted on p. 55. No doubt it was at this 
point in the writing of his letter that the utility of such an explanation occurred to him 
(a little “out of order” logically speaking, as the creative process normally goes, which is 
more or less why drafts always im prove by being revised and rewritten). A writer of the 
3rd century would not be in the position of a modern student, who, using a wordprocess-
ing program on a computer, could simply insert a block of text at its most logical place. 
Using papyrus or some similar substance, an ancient writer would be considerably more 
constrained to insert an idea into a manuscript when and as the idea occurred, often 
without being able, for lack of materials, to redo the manuscript so as to situate the idea 
in its most appropriate place overall. In the present case, the paragraph beginning on p. 
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55 would logically have belonged rather on p. 49, as the introduction to the discussion 
of the “common characteristics of the five predicables”. The problematic text in the 
paragraph in question opens as follows:

... each predicable differs from the four others. Since there are five predicables all to-
gether and each one differs from the other four, then if five is multiplied by four, the 
total number of differences becomes twenty.

This is plain enough. If we call genus 1, species 2, difference 3, property 4, and ac-
cident 5, then it is clear enough that each of the five can be compared and contrasted 
with the other four — 1 with 2, 3, 4 and 5; 2 with 1, 3, 4 and 5; 3 with 1, 2, 4, and 5; 
4 with 1, 2, 3, and 5; and 5 with 1, 2, 3, and 4 — giving a total of 20 comparisons and 
contrasts, thus:

1 & 2 2 & 1 3 & 1 4 & 1 5 & 1
1 & 3 2 & 3 3 & 2 4 & 2 5 & 2
1 & 4 2 & 4 3 & 4 4 & 3 5 & 3
1 & 5 2 & 5 3 & 5 4 & 5 5 & 4

“But”, Porphyry immediately adds, “this is not accurate”, for the following reason:

When items in a series are counted in order, the twos always have one difference less 
because the difference has already been accounted for; the threes, two less; the fours, 
three less; and the fives, four less. The total number of differences becomes ten: four 
plus three plus two plus one.

In other words, just as the road from Dubuque to Chicago is the same as the road 
from Chicago to Dubuque, so a survey of that road carefully made will turn up the 
same features of the terrain whether the survey team begins in Chicago and ends in 
Dubuque, or begins in Du buque and ends in Chicago. Thus, in our above table, the 
comparative discussion of 1 & 2 (genus and species) in the first column, thoroughly 
done, will achieve results finally isomorphic with the comparative discussion of 2 & 1 
(species and genus) in the second column, and so on throughout the columns. Thus, 
shading the duplicate discussions in our original table of twenty differences, we see 
plainly, as Porphyry says, that “the total number of differences” to be comparatively 
discussed “becomes ten”:

1 & 2 2 & 1 3 & 1 4 & 1 5 & 1
1 & 3 2 & 3 3 & 2 4 & 2 5 & 2
1 & 4 2 & 4 3 & 4 4 & 3 5 & 3
1 & 5 2 & 5 3 & 5 4 & 5 5 & 4

As Porphyry puts it,

We have already said how the difference differs from the genus when we say how the 
genus differs from the difference. It will remain for us to say how the difference differs 
from the species, the property, and the accident. The number of differences becomes 
three. In turn, we said how the species differs from the difference when we said how the 
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difference differs from the species. We said how the species differs from the genus when 
we said how the genus differs from the species. Thus, it will remain for us to say how 
the species differs from the property and the accident. These differences are two. There 
will remain the explanation of how the property differs from the accident. For how the 
property differs from the species, the difference, and the genus was mentioned earlier in 
their differences from it. Since, therefore, we understand four differences of the genus 
from the others, three of the difference, two of the species, and one of the property from 
the accident, the total number of differences will be ten.

Outline of the Isagoge as a Whole
Thus we get the following outline of the Isagoge as a whole (including the introduc-

tory para graph, for which we save comment to the end of this discussion):

Praeteritio:54 Deeper Issues Eschewed for the Purpose of Presenting the Simpler Notions
I. Definition of the Five Key Terms — 28–49

A. Genus — 28–33
B. Species — 34–41
C. Difference — 42–47
D. Property — 48
E. Accident — 48–49

II. Comparative Discussion of the Five terms — 49–62
A. Genus compared and contrasted with

1. Difference — 50–52
2. Species — 52–53
3. Property — 53–54
4. Accident — 54–56

B. Difference compared and contrasted with
1. Species — 56–57
2. Property — 57–59
3. Accident — 59–60

C. Species compared and contrasted with
1. Property — 60–61
2. Accident — 61–62

D. Property and Accident compared and contrasted with one another — 62

The most influential part of Porphyry’s discussion, perhaps, stemmed from his 
discussion of the category of substance for the purpose of illustrating the interaction 
of species and difference. The constitution of the (as it came in later centuries to be 
called) hierarchy of natural being as resulting from this interaction became every  where 
known among the Latins as “the Porphyrian Tree”. Thus, Porphyry notes that “there 
is a highest genus beyond which there can be no other superior genus; there is a low-
est species after which there can be no subordinate species; and between the highest 
genus and the lowest species there are some classes which are genera and species at the 
same time” (p. 35). This point holds for each of the ten categories, but it is natural to 

54 “Preterition” or “paraleipsis”: a rhetorical suggestion that, by deliberately concise treatment of 
a topic, much of significance is being passed over or left out. The purpose of the device is often to try 
to ensure that the listener will not forget about and will at some point be led fully to inquire into the 
matter mentioned in passing.
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illustrate it first using substance, since all the other categories depend upon substance 
for existential instantiation.

To understand the interaction, one needs only to see how “the same differences 
understood in one way become constitutive and in another way become divisive” (p. 
35). The notion of substance is the notion of an existing individual. Nothing in such a 
notion implies the possession of a body. Thus “bodily” is a difference which, if added to 
substance, divides the category of substance into the two species of material and spiritual 
substances, and constitutes under the genus of substance the species of bodily substance. To 
bodily substance, in turn, can be added the notion of “living”. This difference divides 
bodily substance into the further species of animate and inanimate, and, together with 
bodily substance, constitutes the realm of living things.

Notice here that “bodily substance” is a species under substance, but a genus re-
specting its own division into living and inorganic. Thus “bodily substance” appears 
as an intermediate class: “The intermediate clas ses will be species of prior classes but 
genera of posterior classes”, whereas only a “species which is predi ca ted immediately 
prior to individuals will be a species only”, i.e., an infima species, a lowest or “bottom line” 
species (p. 36).

Notice too how the difference works in dividing a genus into its species: the genus 
itself as lacking the difference becomes the subspecific contrast to the genus constituted 
through the addi tion of the difference. Thus the “tree” is positive along only one of its 
branches, and this pro gres s ive accumulation of positive differences in fact constitutes 
the “trunk” of the tree. The “infima species”, or classifications not further divisible, are 
its branches, and the individuals under those lowest species are the foliage or leaves of 
the tree.

Thus animate bodily substance, itself a species respecting bodily substance proximate-
ly and substance remotely, in turn can be divided by the introduction of the difference 
“sentient”, resulting in plants, on the one hand (the negative branch: “nonsentient”), 
and animals, on the other.

Sentient living bodily substance, the positive branch, in turn can be divided by the dif-
ference “rational” into the (intermediate or sub) species of rational animals (the positive 
trunk) and brute animals (the negative branch: irrational animals). Eventually in the 
Latin age the arrival at rational animal would come to be considered and presented as 
the end of the line on the positive side, on the ground that rational animal admits only 
of division into individuals. Thomas Aquinas would argue that this is so because it is the 
nature of animal to be composed of bodily parts, and such parts are intrinsically subject 
to corruption. Hence all animals, including rational animals, are mortal.

In Porphyry’s day, however, and for many Latins as for Porphyry himself, there was 
still widespread belief in a plurality of gods — Zeus, Aphrodite, Mars, Neptune, and the 
rest — each of whom was, like human beings, endowed with a body, but, at the same 
time, unlike human beings, was immortal in that bodily form. Hence Porphyry regards 
“rational animal” not as an infima species, as is generally represented in later Latin and 
in modern logic texts, but rather as an intermediate class which can be further divided 
by the difference “mortal”. Adding the difference “mortal” gives, in Porphyry’s own 
text, two infima species: on the negative side, we get “immortal rational sentient living 
bodily substances”, the pagan gods; and, on the positive side, we get “mortal rational 
sentient living bodily substances”, human beings. But here, even on the positive side, 
just as in the later Christian medieval presentations of the tree shorn of gods, the “Tree 
of Substance” ends in indi vid uals. Hence “mortal rational animal” and “immortal ratio-
nal animal” constitute the lowest species respecting substance as the highest genus, and 
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between the highest and the lowest in descending order we encounter inorganic bodies, 
living organisms, plants, and animals. The tree may be drawn schematically thus, either 
ascending (bottom to top, as here) or inversely:

Mortals: 
individual humans

Immortals:  
the gods — Zeus, Aphrodite, etc:
 Infima Species
(individuals only;  
no further speciation)

with no further difference:

Rational

Sentient

Living

Bodily

Infima Species
(individuals only;  

no further specification)
Genus

added difference ➾

Genus
added difference ➾

Genus
added difference ➾

Species  Spiritual

no further with matter added  
difference as difference

Species     Substance     Genus

Brute Animals
Species

Plants
Species

Inanimate
Species

➔
➔

➔
➔

➔
➔

➔
➔

➔

and no more:

and no more:

➔
➔

Diagram: The Porphyrian Tree of Substances

Similar trees can be constructed for each of the ten “highest genera” of finite be-
ing.55 Indeed much of the development of natural philosophy in the second phase of 
the Latin Age consisted precisely in the development of just such “divisive and con-
stitutive” differences as applied to each of the nine accidents. But a disaster for the 

55 The reference here is to the ten “categories”, Aristotle’s classification of the ways in which being 
can exist independently of finite mind, what the Latins will call “ens reale”. See “The Categories of 
Aristotle” in Chapter 7 below, p. 148ff., with the full diagram of the ten categories on p. 155. Thus, 
the original “Porphyrian Tree” is basically a tree of substance in its possible “either/or” varieties. But 
besides substance there are the characteristics of substance or “accidents”, quantity, quality, etc.; and a 
similar “tree” can be attempted for each of the varieties of accident. In literature from the Renaissance, 
incredibly complex and striking “trees” can be found illustrating the full complexity possible for the 
Porphyrian analysis.

Of course, in late modern times, it would be discovered that not all species in the natural world 
are constituted by a single “either/or” formal difference. Thus, the apparent “natural kinds” of the 
birds and the fishes, for example, do not as such represent essential kinds in the Porphyrian sense, 
even though “to be alive” simply or “to be alive as an animal”, or again “to be alive as a brute or as a 
‘rational’ animal”, do represent saltational levels or types of being in nature, types as incompatible with 
intermediary states as is being pregnant. See Adler 1940, 1941, and 1952, together with Deely 1969.
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philosophy of nature was anticipated in the assumption that the plan according to 
which the tree of substance was constructed could be applied to each of the variety 
of natural kinds we encounter in everyday life, together with Porphyry’s insufficiently 
focused discussion of property as a predicable, in contrast to accident as a predicable. 
The anticipated disaster actually reached its climax with the work of Charles Darwin. 
The discovery of evolution is flatly incompatible with the theoretical notion that each 
of the “natural kinds” of birds and fishes, etc., each genetic population of biology, as 
we might say today, is an infima species constituted by a sic et non (present or absent) 
single difference. Indeed, not even the racial diversity of rational animals is adequately 
accounted for on such a basis; and while there are indeed “sic et non” differences in 
nature, including the origin of our own species sub-generically considered, congeries 
of accidental differences and properties often suffice to constitute a “natural kind” in 
the course of evolution.

So, contrary to what was assumed at the time, the Porphyrian “Tree of Substance” 
in its essential struc ture was not chopped down by Darwin’s work and turned into 
firewood. Only a particular (and partic u larly rigid) application of it to the diversity of 
natural kinds was shown to be invalid.56 Prepossessions of a time, nonetheless, often 
obscure for subsequent generations an earlier intel lec tual achievement, and this befell 
Porphyry’s little classic. To the average student of late modern times, the trunk of the 
Por phyrian tree survives not even in the ashes of memory. As postmodern philosophy 
recovers its proper scope, we may expect a renewed appreciation of what is enduring in 
Porphyry’s accomplishment.

Porphyry’s Achievement in the Isagoge
For the achievement of Porphyry in 271ad of providing the framework for any 

theory of the defini tion of terms remains as one of the permanent achievements of the 
human mind and one of the milestones in the history of philosophy. There is no better 
link between the age of Greek phi losophy and the Latin Age in the area of the noetic 
development of philosophy as a whole down to our own epoch than this brilliant essay of 
Porphyry written to help a friend understand the categories of Aristotle in their logical 
dimension. After all, anyone who strives to know “whereof they speak” draws perforce 
and however unconsciously on the concepts outlined and brought to a not altogether 
stammering expression in the Quinque Verba of Porphyry.

The Famous “Praeteritio”
This brings us almost to the conclusion of our treatment of philosophy in its ancient 

or Greek phase as overlapping with the onset of the Latin Age. We may well note that 
a second main influence on the Latins of Porphyry’s Intro duc tion to Logic sprang from 
the praeteritio in his opening remarks, where Porphyry outlined what he would not be 
discussing in the letter. This opening paragraph constitutes an aside wherein Porphyry 
explains that he is concerned with the “simpler notions” of what the predicables are, 
and not with the “deeper issues” of how exactly they exist. Thus he puts aside, “for ex-
ample”, the following investigations: “whether genera or species exist in themselves or 
reside purely and solely in things understood; whether, if they exist, they are corporeal 

56 I have discussed this matter in a fullness of technical detail in a two-part article, “The 
Philosophical Dimensions of the Origin of Species”, published in The Thomist XXXIII, Nos. 1 and 2 
(January and April, 1969), pp. 75–149 and 251–342. A more accessible presentation I attempted later 
in brief form and far more limited context than the whole question of cosmic evolution under the title, 
“From Glassy Essence to Bottomless Lake” (Deely 1992).
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or incorporeal; and whether they exist apart or within sense objects and in depen dence 
upon them” (pp. 27–28).

For his immediate purpose Porphyry did indeed put aside these “profound ques-
tions”, but by making such a point of it, he ensured that later authors would not let the 
matter rest. “A discussion too difficult and demanding to undertake now? What better 
bait to snare the commentator could there be?”, asks McInerny,57 observing that “it is 
difficult to find in the history of western thought a passage of comparable length that 
has had so vast an effect”. Subsequent Latin authors, first Boethius, then the teachers of 
Peter Abaelard,58 and eventually William of Ockham, to name a few, took up precisely 
these questions, and out of their discussion arose the great medieval controversy over 
the nature and status of universals vis-à-vis particulars in our experience and under-
standing of objects. The controversy took on gale force, leaving the doctrine of nominal-
ism to mark its passage.

In these two ways, then — by substantive contribution in the body of his essay and 
by speculative provo ca tion in its introduction — Porphyry’s modest “introduction to 
logic via the categories of Aristotle” lent impetus and shape to the indigenous develop-
ment of philosophy in the Latin language.

57 McInerny 1990: 61.
58 See “The ‘Problem of Universals’ and First Florescence of Nominalism” in Chapter 6, p. 130; but 

recall also matter of one’s “background cosmological image” as it bears on the “question of universals”, 
first discussed at almost the very beginning of this Chapter now concluding, p. 54 at note 1.
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Chapter 4

founding faTheRs of The laTin age: 
augusTine (†430) and BoeThius (†524)

Three “set-ups” in particular from the ancient world determined how philosophy would 
be put into play in the Latin Age. The first was the “praeteritio” of Porphyry, which we 
have just seen, which would occasion the famous “controversy over universals”. The 
second was the difficulties Aristotle experienced in getting clear about the uniqueness 
— the singularity, really, as we shall see — of relation as a category of philosophical 
thought and mode of being both objective and physical, which would occasion Boethius’ 
introduction into the Latin mainstream of the distinction between transcendental and 
ontological relation.1 The third was the novel introduction by Augustine of Hippo of 
the general idea of sign as superior to the division of being into natural and cultural.

The first two set-ups were alike transmitted to Latinity through the work of Bo-
ethius as translator and commentator on Greek texts. But the third was indigenous to 
the Latin Age, and, by a slow development of centuries, prepared the way for the eclipse 
of modernity in the new concerns of postmodernity with the nature of human discourse. 
As we will see, then, it is this third, neglected theme, the one most proper to the Latin 
Age, in fact, that brings together all its concerns and that carries its development right 
up to the edge of modern times; for, as we will see, it is in reaching an understanding of 
the being proper to sign that the Latins best resolved together the controversy over uni-
versals and the controversy over the (singular) status of relation as a mode of being. Each 
of the “set-ups” proved to be but one face of a three-sided problem, the problem of sign 
as the universal instrument of learning and communication — the key to the problem 
the moderns would pose in terms of the nature and extent of human understanding, but 
could not solve, as the history of modern philosophy amply demonstrates.2

Augustine of Hippo (354–430ad)
Augustine of Hippo, 354–430ad, need not have been part of the Dark Ages, but he 

chose to be by his disinterest in learning Greek. The so-called “Dark Ages”,3 we have 

1 Recall the first mention of this topic central to the following out of “Ariadne’s Thread” through 
the Latin Age, in Chapter 3 above, p. 65, text and note 28.

2 Precisely this history — the history of modern philosophy — is treated from precisely this point 
of view — the semiotic standpoint — in Deely 2001: Part Three.

3 The expression “dark ages” needs some background to be appreciated. In the early through 
middle Latin centuries, the expression referred to the Greek and Roman times prior to the spread of 
the “light of the gospel” — hence to the “dark ages” of pagan false worship. But in the Renaissance 
the riches of Greco-Roman intellectual culture began to be recovered and appreciated on their 
own. The work of Plato recovered in Latin commanded attention above all. At that moment 
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seen, did not actually begin in Europe until after the execution of Boethius in 524, when 
there were almost no figures left in the West with the education to make them capable 
of dealing with texts in the Greek language. Augustine lived well before this time. The 
knowledge and use of Greek was all around him. But in his Confessions of the year 397ad, 
Augustine tells us that he disliked and neglected the study of Greek,4 and he candidly 
owns that he read the Platonists (the Neoplatonists) in a Latin version.5 The evidence, 
as Brown put it in his masterly biography,6 compels us to regard it as “most unlikely that 
Augustine spoke anything but Latin”:

Between the exclusively Latin culture into which he had been so successfully educated, 
and any pre-existing ‘native’ tradition, there stretched the immeasurable qualitative 

the period of late antiquity, that is to say, the early Christian centuries, when, as far as the Latin 
peoples were concerned, the old Greco-Roman civilization was collapsing and their educational 
system along with it, appeared rather as the time of night and barbarism. Renaissance authors 
then rhetorically reversed the interpretant of “dark ages” (for details, see esp. Mommsen 1942) to 
refer to the centuries required to rebuild an intellectual culture — the Latin centuries between the 
collapse of the Western empire and the Italian renaissance, more or less — as by comparison with 
which the height of Greco-Roman learning appeared rather (as far as they were concerned) as an 
age of light.

The success of this Renaissance Italian rhetorical reversal is evidenced by the title of Chapter 5 
following, as also by the general usage of the expression “dark ages” today. I add in the text to which 
this note appends the qualifier “so-called”, to distance myself from the anti-Scholastic bias of the 
Renaissance humanists who effected this discursive feat originally to include the whole of the Latin 
Age preceding themselves.

I would venture the opinion that the reference of the principal expression “dark ages” should 
be restricted to the centuries between the death of Boethius and the death of Charlemagne in 814. 
The influence of Charlemagne’s “Palace School” spread to form a sometimes-called “Carolingian 
renaissance spanning the late 8th to the early 10th centuries, with an influence even into the later 
establishment of the universities in the 12th century. Yet this influence was a rather feeble strain, and 
cannot really be granted the status of a “dawn”, as even the Boethian translations lay dormant and 
forgotten until around 1100. Yet so much was astir intellectually by the middle 11th century — 1050 
— that the expression “dark ages”, initially signaling loss of contact with the Greek language, cannot 
legitimately be extended beyond the point where the Latins in matters of learning and cenoscopic 
analysis begin to “make it on their own”. And this occurs definitively with the establishment of 
the universities in the late 11th century (beginning with Bologna, c.1088), which proved to be for 
human civilization the single greatest transforming institution, the principal support, along with 
libraries, for the formation and development across the centuries of what Charles Peirce would call 
the “scientific intelligence of a community of inquirers”. The subsequent period, closely linked with 
the appearance in Latin of the full range of Aristotle’s writings establishing science as cenoscopic 
while also fully anticipating the inevitability of ideoscopic development as well, is often referred 
to as “the High Middle Ages”. Insofar as this last expression is used to designate the beginning of 
universities it is apt; but its common past rhetorical extension to justify neglect of the later Latin 
development on its own is sophistic, as the present work aims among other things to demonstrate.

In any event, I think we cannot extend “the dark ages” much earlier than the death of Boethius, 
ad524 or 525 (keeping in mind that Augustine by educational choice brought on a break with Greek 
already in the early 400s), or much later than the confluence of the Carolingian educational traditions 
with the Boethian revival c.1000, leading to the decisive development of the “Scholasticism” of the 12th 
century and after, down to the end of the Latin Age, effectively, in the overlapping lifetimes of Galileo, 
Poinsot, and Descartes.

4 Augustine 397: Confessions, i, 14.
5 Ibid. vii, 9.
6 Brown 1967: 22.
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chasm, separating civilization from its absence. What was not Roman in Africa could 
only be thought of by such a man in Roman terms. Augustine will use the word ‘Punic’ 
to describe the native dialects which most countrymen would have spoken exclusively, 
and which many townsmen shared with Latin. This was not because such men spoke 
the language of the ancient Carthaginians. Rather Augustine, an educated man, would 
instinctively apply this, the traditional, undifferentiated term, to any language spoken in 
North Africa that did not happen to be Latin.7

Probably no thinker of the Latin Age, not even Aquinas, surpassed Augustine in 
profundity and range of thought. Deep as was the genius of Augustine, his learning, in 
contrast, as Gibbon pointed out in a startling obiter dictum,8 was in one undeniable sense 
superficial: that of being confined to the Latin tongue. Precisely in this restriction he 
anticipated the Dark Ages, as so much else of the Latin Age. For it seems that it was the 
initiatives of Augustine, more than any other single figure, that were to define the issues 
for 1100 or so years of the indigenous intellectual development most properly called 
simply the Latin Age of cenoscopic science.

The First Latin Initiative in Philosophy: Sign in General
To trace the influence of Augustine is to tell the whole story of Latin times, in the-

ology as well as in philosophy, including the Protestant side of the Reformation after 
Luther posted his 95 theses in October of 1517. Even in the trial of Galileo the thought 
of Augustine was a principal player.

7 Brian Stock (1996: 4) would have us believe that sometime “after 410” Augustine “acquired 
greater expertise” than the knowl edge of Greek exhibited “in his early writings”. But that is to say 
almost nothing, and, to diminish even this minimal claim, Stock in the same sentence alludes to the 
fanciful quality of the claim in describing the matter as “a subject of speculation”, where “spec u la tion” 
does not mean the knowledge of being Aristotle called “speculative”, but rather something more like 
“wishful thinking”, in that each contributor to this particular “subject of speculation” has proposed for 
Augustine a degree of competence in Greek that the speculator, as Courcelle made note (1950: 11n3), 
“finds convenient” for his own purposes. On this thin subject the reader may consult mainly Courcelle 
1943: pp. 149–223 of the 1969 English trans.; Altaner 1967: 129–153; and Courcelle 1968: 149–165. 
Despite the later date of Stock’s writing, he in fact has nothing more to go on for his claim of improved 
expertise in Greek on the later Augus tine’s part than had already been taken into account by Brown 
(1967: 271), who described Augustine’s ignorance of Greek as “the great lacuna of Augustine’s middle 
age”, a “‘splendid isolation’, that would have momentous consequences for the culture of the Latin 
church”. In particular, to this “great lacuna” we owe the beginnings of what would culminate in the 
17th century work of Poinsot as the first establishment of a unified foundation for the notion of signum 
Augustine introduced as a general mode of being to which in communication nature and culture relate 
as species.

Aware of the gap in his learning created by his inability with Greek, Brown tells us of Augustine 
(ibid.) that “only after 420, when confronted with a Pelagian, Julian of Eclanum (384–454), who 
claimed to [and did in fact] know the traditions of Greek theology far better than Augustine did, 
would he try to refute his critic by a shrewd if essentially superficial comparison of a few texts in 
the original Greek with their translation.” This polemical exercise hardly cancels the fact that, to 
the end, as Brown put it (1967: 271), “Augustine remained a cosmopolitan manqué”, a crippled 
participant in the Greek dimension of the mixed Greek and Latin culture of his passing era; yet he 
proved a harbinger in his writing of the coming Latin Age when philosophy would indigenously 
develop anew in the Latin language, without the help one would have expected from the Greek 
schools and libraries ruled over by Constantinople even after Justinian in 529 closed the phi lo so phy 
academies in Athens.

8 Gibbon 1781a: 431, Chap. 38: “According to the judgment of the most impartial critics, the 
superficial learning of Augustine was confined to the Latin language”.



 4 ❑ Augustine & Boetheus: The Founding Fathers 85

Here we will look mainly at but two of Augustine’s many works,9 the two wherein 
he principally proposes his seminal and provocative notion of signum which, as we will 
see, more than any single notion, serves to demarcate the uniqueness of the Latin Age 
in philosophy as a total whole.10 The first of these works is Augus tine’s De magistro, 
which he wrote in ad389; and the second is the De doctrina Christiana, on which he 
worked from c.ad396–426. (Having written Books I and II and two-thirds of Book III 
in ad396–397, he then, after a hiatus of three decades, finally completed Book III and 
wrote Book IV in ad426.) For of his grand story we have space to follow only one of the 
many threads that extend all the way from the late fourth century to the dawn of post-
modern times — the thread, namely, that most pertains to Peirce’s formulation in 1867 
of the cate gor ies within which the human use of signs as such takes place. Following this 
thread in its entanglement with the various principal medieval themes of philosophi-
cal reflection we will see enables us to make along the way a new determination of the 
“middle ages”, one that fills in the standard gap between Ockham and Descartes in the 
currently received outlines of the history of philosophy.

This is one of the really surprising discoveries from recent work in philosophy, 
the fact that the idea of sign as a general notion, which we today take more or less for 
granted, did not exist as a generally influential notion before the 4th century ad, when it 
appeared in the Latin language as a proposal in the writings of Augus tine.11 Of course, 
there was an “atmosphere of the times” when Augustine was writing, and it would not be 
surprising if something of this general notion were “in the air” that Augustine breathed, 
particularly as concerns his consuming focus on Christian faith and scripture. It is likely 
that, even among the Greek “Fathers of the Church” similarly focused but prior to Au-
gustine, a notion of sign similar to Augustine’s had been put into play, such as we find in 
the commentary (composed i.244–246) by Origen (c.185–254ad) on Paul’s Epistle to the 
Romans, translated in 406 to Latin by Rufinus of Aquileia (340/345–410), where Origen 
tells us that12 “something is called a sign when, from the fact that it is seen, something 

9 The complete works of Augustine are only now appearing in English under the editorship of John 
E. Rotelle (Hyde Park, NY: New City Press), projected to fill forty-six volumes when the set is complete.

10 Philosophy in the Latin Age will become much more a text-based tradition of reading than 
had been Greek philosophy, which relied more on oral tradition than on the clumsy written scrolls 
intended mainly to aid spoken discourse. By the Latin Age, books in the modern format of bound pages 
(“codices”, as they were originally called, ancient “books” being scrolls) were coming into use (a new 
development from the early Christian centuries, in fact); and even when silently reading a codex of 
those days, the reader would be seen to move the lips as if speaking aloud. Augustine was a major player 
in laying the foundations of the transition from oral to reading culture. So it is worth noting (Stock 
1996: 7) that Augustine’s way of approaching questions concerning reading is “through the theory of 
signs. He is the first to have proposed a relationship between the sender, the receiver, and the sign 
(normally a word), which subsequently becomes a standard feature of medieval and modern theories 
of language. In the application of his ideas on speaking to reading, the role of signification remains 
unchanged: the sender is replaced by the text and the receiver by the reader. Other triads involving 
sending, receiving, and appropriate intermediaries account for a variety of mental activities, including 
thinking about what has been heard or read.”

11 This conclusion is the report of those who have investigated the matter with some claim to 
Greek along with Latin, namely, Umberto Eco and his students: see Eco, Lambertini, Marmo, and 
Tabarroni 1986; Manetti 1993.

12 Origen i.244–246, commentary on Paul’s epistle to the Romans: “Signum namque dicitur, cum 
per hoc, quod videtur, aliud aliquid indicatur”, cited from Heither 1992: 184; cf. Scheck 2001: 249. 
But note that this definition is quite compatible with the ancient notion of sign as either a natural or a 
divinatory event: See Manetti 14, 37, etc..



86 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

other than itself is indicated.” But this is a passing remark, not a thematic suggestion 
such as Augustine would introduce.

There is no doubt that Augustine took a keen interest in Paul’s epistles, that he 
shared what Morrissey describes as “a Hellenistic concern for interpretive allegory — 
i.e., biblical theology that philosophically interprets Scripture”,13 or that he knew of 
Rufinus’ work on Origen14 (though note that Rufinus’ translation of Origen on Romans 
dates eight or nine years after Augustine had formulated his definition of sign for the De 
Doctrina Christiana). It may well be that, as Morrissey suggests,15 “the general doctrine 
of the sign as a notion bridging nature and culture arrives ... when scriptural interpreta-
tion first wrestles with the problem of the incarnate Word: viz., the nomos that has become 
physis”, inasmuch as “discernible within Origen’s biblical exegesis is a bridging of nature 
and culture”. Whatever was “in the air” from those early Greek Fathers as Augustine 
wrote, it remains that, just as Darwin in the 19th century is the figure considered key in 
the establishment of evolution; just as Einstein in the 20th century is the name associated 
with the discovery of relativity physics, even though there is no doubt that relativity 
would have been discovered around that time had Einstein died early (or never lived); 
so is it in the 4th century with Augustine and the kindling of a general interest in the 
doctrine of signs that would permeate and, finally, culminate the Latin Age: in his work 
we encounter for the first time explicitly the general thematic idea of the sign as ap-
plicable equally to natural phenomena like clouds and cultural phenomena like words 
or but tons. Thus was launched in philosophical tradition a line of speculation that was 
both the first of the Latin initiatives in philosophy and the one that took the whole of 
the Latin Age to reach maturity.

Indeed, the scope of this general notion of sign was not much further clarified be-
fore Aquinas in the late 13th century,16 about when the locus of the notion in the phe-
nom e non of relation (already made for natural signs by the ancient Stoic tradition, be 
it noted17) was also determined in the work of Roger Bacon.18 The foundations of the 
general notion, however, were not determined successfully before John Poinsot in the 
early 17th century.19 The name for the philosophical study taking such a notion as its 
base was not proposed before the first third of the 17th century in the work of John 
Locke, who suggested the name “semiotics” from the Greek term for sign, shmeivon 
(“sēmeîon”).20 And the actual undertaking of such a study to understand the action and 
role of signs in the full extent of human knowledge and experience did not occur before 
the work of Charles Peirce around the turn of the 20th century.21 The notion of sign as 

13 Morrissey 2009: 1.
14 Heidl 2003.
15 Ibid. 6. Cf. Jackson 1972: 116.
16 See Chapter 8, p. 237, “The Problem of Sign in Aquinas” (further in Deely 2004c: “The Role of 

Thomas Aquinas in the Development of Semiotic Consciousness”).
17 See Deely 2001: Chap. 4, 93–112.
18 See, in Chapter 9, “The ‘Semiotic Turn’ in Medieval Thought: First Attempt to Ground the 

General Notion”, p. 303ff., esp. “Losing sight of the type in a forest of tokens”, p. 305.
19 See “The Vindication of Augustine” in Chapter 10, p. 364.
20 See Deely 2001: Chap. 14, “Locke Again: The Scheme of Human Knowledge”, 590–607; also 

Deely 2004d for the etymological details.
21 See in this work Chapter 12 below; but for much fuller treatment see Deely 2001: Chap. 15, 

“Charles Sanders Peirce and the Recovery of Signum”, 609–688.
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proposed by Augustine, in short, is relevant, directly or indirectly, to all four of the ages 
of understanding so far: to Greek philosophy by transcendence of restriction to nature; 
to Latin philosophy for its foundation; to Modern philosophy by its neglect;22 and to 
Postmodern thought by its centrality.

Augustine is famous for many things, such as the dubious full-scale elaboration of the 
theological notion of “original sin”. He called it a felix culpa, a “happy fault”, in that there 
would not otherwise have been the need for a redemption of mankind, and hence no 
Redeemer. Perhaps his notion of signum as a general notion was a kind of “happy fault” 
as well, a result precisely of his ignorance of the Greek language. For in ancient Greece 
(leaving aside divination traditions and their links with Mesopotamian cultures) there 
had been much written about the notion of shmeivon, both by philosophers and especially 
by the physicians and students of medicine. But what these ancient authors seem to have 
been talking about, virtually without exception, as has been shown elsewhere,23 was not 
Augustine’s general notion of signum, but only what was called in Latin times signum 
naturale, “natural sign”. These are signs that have a physical relation to their significate 
apart from our experience of them as signs, such as a complexion indicating the proxi-
mate approach of death, the lactation of the female breast indicating childbirth, the paw-
print indicating a passing animal, a fever indicating physiological disorder, and the like.

Signs in this sense, shmeiva, in no way belonged to the realm of human culture, the 
sphere of the su;mbolon or “symbol”, still less to the realm of onomata, the names which 
make up the system of human language within the cultural sphere. In other words, for 
the Greeks, there was no general notion of sign bridging nature and culture. There 
was only a specific notion of sign, determinately restricted to phenomena of nature and 
to health and disease in the body. The first ones from whom I received report of this 
discovery — Eco, Lambertini, Marmo, and Tabarroni — are quite clear on the point:24

One must realize that Greek semiotics, from the corpus Hippocratum up to the Stoics, 
made a clearcut distinction between a theory of verbal language (onomata) and a theory 
of signs (shmeia). Signs are natural events acting as symptoms or indices, and they en-
tertain with that which they point to a relation based upon the mechanisms of inference 
(‘if such a symptom, then such a sickness’; ‘if smoke then burning’). Words stand in 
quite a different relation with what they signify. This relation is based upon the mere 
equivalence or biconditionality which appears also in the influential Aristotelian theory 
of definition and tree of Porphyry which springs from it.

It was Augustine who first proposed a ‘general semiotics’ — that is, a general ‘sci-
ence’ or ‘doctrine’ of signs, where sign becomes the genus of which words (ovnomata) 
and a theory of signs (ohmei`a) are alike equally species.

With Augustine, there begins to take shape this ‘doctrina’ or ‘science’ of signum, 
wherein both symptoms and the words of language, mimetic gestures of actors along 
with the sounds of military trumpets and the chirrups of cicadas, all become species. In 
essay ing such a doctrine, Augustine foresees lines of development of enormous theoreti-
cal interest; but he suggests the possibility of resolving, rather than effects a definitive 

22 See Descartes & Poinsot: the crossroad of signs and ideas (Deely 2008).
23 See Mannetti 1993; Deely 2001: “Part One. Ancient Philosophy”, 15–158.
24 Eco et al. 1986: 65. Compare Meier-Oeser 1997: XVI: “Voraugustinisch war das Zeichen 

(shmeivon) im eigentlichen, d.h. seiner Definition entsprechenden Sinn, wie auch nimmer es konkret 
gefaßt worden sin mag, Mittel der Inferenz. Erst mit der von Augustinus formulierten Zeichendefinition 
verbindet sich der Anspruch, alle Arten von Zeichen, die natürlichen Indizes ebenso wie die willkürlich 
eingesetzten Zeichen, zu bestimmen. Und es ist dieser augustinsiche Begriff des signum, von dem die 
scholastische Tradition ausgeht und auf den sie sich, affirmativ oder kritisch, stets beziehen wird.”
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resolution of, the ancient dichotomy between the inferential relations linking natural 
signs to the things of which they are signs and the relations of equivalence linking lin-
guistic terms to the concept(s) on the basis of which some thing ‘is’ — singly or plural ly 
— designated.

There is no reason to think that Augustine was aware that, in Greek philosophy, 
there was no such thing either as a linguistic sign or as sign in general, but only natural 
signs.25 Had he known this, he would almost certainly have thought and written differ-
ently than he did. As it was, he enjoyed not only creative genius but also naive innocence 
of a rustic in casting forth onto the sea of ideas the notion of sign as superior to the divi-
sion of being into what is independent of and what depends upon the mind, a distinction 
otherwise central to the whole Latin Age of philosophy under the labels of ens reale and 
ens rationis. What sort of a peculiar creature must a sign be that it cannot be restricted to 
one or the other side of this divide, but can, in one and the same vehicle, pass from one 
to the other side, one to the other order of being, carrying the user of signs with it, and 
creating in the bargain the problem for those users to tell the difference within objectiv-
ity between reality and fiction?

But the whole idea of philosophy was born in the attempt to discern reality. To 
confuse reality with fic tion is a diversion and distraction. The point is not to confuse 
the two, but to reach reality and express it for what it is with a precision of language and 
speech. Ens rationis, constructs of the mind and society, are indeed necessary to this end, 
as in logic and the laws and constitutions of states. But otherwise they hold little inter-
est to the philosopher as a scientist who sets as his goal the being, the real being, of the 
things that are. The implication of the proposal that there is a real being, the sign, which 
is as at home in fiction as in reality did not even begin to sink into the Latin mind when 
it was first proposed. Even Augustine himself, in making the proposal, had quite other 
things in mind, namely, the supersensible truths of divine revelation and the illumina-
tion of the mind by the Teacher who speaks within.

The Illumination Theory of Knowledge
This last point — that the principal focus of the interest of Augustine was in seek-

ing to determine truths concerning divine being in relation to human being, and con-
versely — is crystal clear in Augustine’s dialogue with his out-of-wedlock son Adeodatus 
(372–c.389).26 The text of this dialogue, entitled On the Teacher (“De Magistro”, written 

25 Every general statement risks oversimplification; yet without general statements, made as 
responsibly as we can make them, there can be no intellectual advance. We have already made note 
of the singular exception of Plato’s use of shmeivon (see Deely 2001: 57). Jackson (1972: 116) reports 
a similar singularity in Origen (c.185–c.254ad), as we discussed above (p. 86) in connection with 
Morrissey’s suggestion that patristic scriptural interpretation of “the Word made flesh” had created an 
atmosphere in which the Augustinian notion of sign was implicit. Moreover, general statements, unlike 
categorical universal assertions, are not falsified but illustrated by true exceptions. So qualified should 
be the understanding of the statement to which this note appends.

26 Adeodatus, just turned fifteen and to die unexpectedly roughly two years thence, received 
baptism from Bishop Ambrose in Milan on 24 April 387, along with his then-32-year-old father 
and a circle of his father’s closest friends. The story of Augustine’s youthful sexual indulgences was 
apparently awkward for his later associates to handle: Possidius, for example, whose dates of birth and 
death are unknown, but who met Augustine c.390 and became thereafter one of his closest associates, 
present also at the moment of his death in 430, wrote c.438 a Vita S. Augustini. This was the first 
biography of Augustine, and presents him as an exemplar of Christianity, while saying next to nothing 
of Adeodatus or Augustine’s early profligacy. The example of Possidius in this regard is followed by 
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about ad389), divides neat ly into two parts. In the first part Augustine leads Adeodatus 
in Socratic fashion to the realization that signs are omni present in our experience, and 
that without them experience and knowledge itself are removed. Then, having reached 
this point, he wheels about, as it were, and just as surely forces Adeodatus to realize 
that, were there no divine illumination from within the mind of one who inquires, signs 
would avail for nothing whatever in knowledge and life. This illumination from within 
the mind alone enables us to see things as they are, signs and other objects alike (signa et 
res), so that only the Truth which speaks within the soul, which Augustine identifies with 
Christ, the only Teacher, not the use of signs as such, is able to instruct the human soul.

Nor was this “wheeling about” a mere display of rhetorical and dialectical mastery 
of the subject matter. It revealed one of the most permanent and profound ambiva-
lences in Augustine’s thought; for the very man who introduced to the world signum as 
a general notion, the very man who Todorov and Manetti tell us27 proposed a general 
“semiologi cal” system based on communication, was the very man who stands unmis-
tak ably (in the minds of those who study the whole of his writings, and do not rape them 
merely for the sake of a thesis to be defend ed28) as a man “for whom communication was 
always an inscrutable mystery”.29

Augustine’s “illumination theory” of knowledge is (emphatically30) Neoplatonic in 
inspiration, but ideally suited also to the temperament of a man who made the inner 
life of prayer and self-examination his centre. After this work of Augustine, the ques-
tion De Magistro (especially how teaching is possible) became a standard exercise in the 
scholastic disputations of the medieval university which every professor was obliged to 
conduct as part of their teaching duties. In Augustine’s own case, he has told us some 37 
years later, as his life neared its end,31 the dialogue “on the teacher” had no more pur-
pose than to show that God alone, and God in the person of Christ, teaches the human 
being in such a way that knowledge results. At this defining moment, Markus remarks,32 
“Augustine does not feel called upon even to allude to the theory of signs”, even though 
that theory had occupied the bulk of the dialogue. He introduced to the Latins and to 
philosophy the sign as a theme, but he himself was never to thematize it.

The Scope of Signs in Knowing: An Irony in Augustine’s General Proposal
By the 17th century, what was indisputable in Augustine’s original point had been 

largely reduced to the fact that there are signs within the mind as well as signs external 
to the mind, and that the latter depend upon the former in order to function within 
cognition. Yet Augustine himself never posited “signs within the mind”, and in his own 
evaluation of the role of “the teacher” he had dismissed even the signs outside the mind 
save for what use Christ might choose to make of them when teaching within.

other biographers up to the high middle ages! It is almost as if, had not Augustine himself included 
Adeodatus prominently in his own writings of ad386, 389, and 397, the Christians of Augustine’s 
heritage would have preferred the youth to have disappeared from history as an embarrassment to their 
story. (“Political correctness” has many guises, and a history as long as there has been anthroposemiotic 
social interaction, no doubt.) But Augustine’s own candor had excluded that possibility. 

27 Todorov 1982: 47; Manetti 1993: 167.
28 “Thesis hodie defendenda...”, as the later scholastics would have said.
29 In the words of Augustine’s most learned modern biographer, Peter Brown (1967: 349).
30 See above, p. 28.
31 Augustine, ad426/7: Retractionum libri duo, lib. I. 12.
32 Markus 1972: 71.
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There is irony in these circumstances, to be sure.33 For Augustine elsewhere in his 
writings developed a profound doctrine of the verbum interior or verbum mentis, the 
“interior word” or “word of the mind”, in his doctrine of the Trinity especially. (Nor is 
this the only place we will encounter a crossing of the theological doctrine of the Trinity 
with the philosophical doctrine of signs in the Latin development of both doctrines.34) 
Markus is no doubt correct in opining that Augustine’s doctrine of the word as spoken 
by the soul had only to be effectively integrated with his doctrine of the word as spoken 
by the mouth in order to advance the whole doctrine of signs dramatically. But we look 
in vain to Augustine for any such synthesis. It simply did not occur to him, did not lie — 
as far as he could himself see — on his line of intellectual and spiritual march.

Later on it would be different. The sign would no longer be a mere prospective 
general theme, but actively thematized. By then, it would be considered selbstverständlich, 
“obvious”, that there are signs within the mind, and that these are our psychological 
states, whether affective or cognitive; and the cognitive states in particular came to be 
called gen erically “formal signs”, the distinction between signs “loosely” and “strictly” 
so-called — i.e., the distinction between representamens (or sign-vehicles) and triadic 
relations as the formal being proper to an constitutive of signs not yet having been drawn 
(as will finally happen in 1632 with Poinsot, and again with Peirce in 1904.35) The vehi-
cles of signs outside the mind exist in the order of sensible phenomena, whether natural 
or cultural, and they came to be called among the later Latins generically “instrumental 
signs”. The dependency of the instrumental sign on the formal sign in order to function 
within awareness is a physical, that is to say, an effective or actual, formal dependency. 
But every sign is a sign strictly exactly and only so far as it occupies the foreground posi-
tion of standing for another than itself in the three-cornered relation itself connecting 
the sign as vehicle at one and the same time to the mind and to the object signified. The 
sign strictly and formally as such, then, does not consist in the basis (the “fundament”) of 
the sign relation, which may exist outside the mind as a feature of some sensible object 
or inside the mind as an idea. Hence the physical dependency within semiosis of signs 
outside the mind on signs inside the mind — of objects as signs on ideas as signs — is 
not a logical dependency of the sort that would make the signs which have a foundation 

33 The irony is perhaps best pointed out in the work of Meier-Oeser 1997: 33: “Diese ‘Pejorisierung 
des Zeichens’ durch Augu stin us, dem das Zeichen zugleich im wesentlichen seinen Stellenwert im 
scholastischen Diskurs verdankt, bleibt späterhin virulent. Zwar wird sie dort wirksam ausgeschaltet, 
wo, wie besonders im späten Mittelalter, das verbum mentis, der geistige Begriff, selbst als Zeichen 
par excellence erscheint. Aber die zeichenkritischen Momente der augustinischen Auffassung 
merkieren stets eine Gegenposition, welche das Zeichen aus dem Bereich der mentalen Präsenz und 
Unmittelbarkeit herauszuhalten bemüht ist; eine Position, die gerade von zahlreichen ‘neuzeitlichen’ 
Autoren der frühen Neuzeit vertreten wird.”

Yet the point is clearest in Markus 1972: 80: “the verbum quod foris sonat is the sign of the verbum 
quod intus lucet, but of this latter Augustine never speaks as a sign; and yet this is, in his view, the 
‘word’ most properly so called. Its relation to ‘words’ as normally understood, to the significant sounds 
uttered when we speak, is left somewhat obscure.” Overcoming of this obscurity is the whole story of 
the coalescence of semiotic consciousness in the Latin Age.

34 See, for example, Chapter 10 below, p. 376; and p. 131 note 38 in Chapter 6 below.
35 Poinsot 1632a: Tractatus de Signis, Book I, Question 3, esp. 154/27–29: “unica relatione signi 

attingitur signatum et potentia, et haec est propria et formalis ratio signi”.
Peirce 1904: CP 8.332, letter of 12 October to Lady Welby, italics added: “Thirdness is the triadic 

relation existing between a sign [in the sense of representamen or vehicle], its object [i.e., the significate], 
and its interpreting thought, itself a sign [in the representamen sense], considered as constituting the 
mode of being of a sign.”
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outside the mind any less signs than those which have their foundation in thought and 
feeling, for relation itself as a mode of being is indifferent to the subjective status of its foundation.

But this ingenious solution gets us more than a thousand years ahead of our story.36 
In the short term, the medieval Latins were much more fascinated with Augustine’s 
notion of God as an Illumination at the center of the soul than they were with the im-
plications as such of his general notion of sign. Perhaps, had they been in a position to 
realize how novel and original Augustine’s supposition of sign as a generic notion really 
was, the Latins would have looked more quickly and fully into its possible foundations.

But the “superficial learning” which was Augustine’s linguistic lot by temperament 
and choice had be come, unchosen, the general lot of the Latins. Even those who would 
prefer things otherwise had little room for say. Not until we reach Ludwig Wittgenstein 
(1889–1951), an author in the first half of the 20th century37 of the theoretically contrary 
works, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1922) and Philo so phi cal Investigations (1938–46),38 
will we encounter again such a combination of native genius and ignorance of forebears 
as was to be found in Augustine (although the narrow scope of Wittgenstein’s writing 
hardly bears comparison with the vistas of Augustine!).

The Original Interest in Signs
Going into the 5th century, in any case, what interested Augustine was not the full 

investi ga tion of his highly novel notion. Having no means to appreciate its novelty, he 
could afford to take it for granted in pursuit of what more interested him, as, after him, 
would many centuries of the Latin Age. His interest in the notion of sign lay in the 
fact that it provided us ways of reconciling the book of nature with the Books of the 
Scriptures, through both of which, as far as Augustine was concerned, God speaks to 
our minds and hearts. All this becomes clear in his masterpiece On Christian Doctrine, in 
Four Books, “De doctrina christiana libri quattuor”, which was on his mind39 over at least 
twenty-nine of the later of his seventy-six years of life. In this work he stands as the first 
figure in philo sophical history to enunciate what will come to be called, after Peirce’s 
work inaugurating postmod ern philosophy, a “semiotic point of view”.

Book I on Christian Doctrine
Augustine opens Book I On Christian Doctrine with the distinction between signs 

and things. He will devote Book I to the consideration of things, he tells us, and Book II 
to the consideration of signs. A thing, we learn in Chapter 2 of Book I, is what has so far 
not been made use of to signify something. A clear awareness of the profound difference 
in principle between an object (which as such represents itself in awareness, and so nec-
essarily involves a relation to a knower) and a thing (which has its being independently 
of a relation to a knower whether or not it has such a relation, and so is also an object 
when it has such a relation), has not yet become part of philosophy’s patrimony.40 The 

36 Cf. Poinsot’s Tractatus de Signis (1632a), Book II, Question 1, 236/42–237/16, Question 5, 
271/22–42. But the turning-point comes in Aquinas: see chapter 8, p. 247ff. below.

37 And coincidental namesake of the Russian Marshal (Adolf Peter, 1769–1843) who, in the final 
alliance against Napoleon’s French Empire, led an army that Napoleon met and defeated in battle at 
Montereau on February 18, 1814.

38 For details of this story, see Deely 2001: Chap. 13, p. 582–583.
39 See, for example, Kannengiesser 1995; Jackson 1972.
40 It may well be that the first full statement of this point thematically is in fact Deely 2009b. Many 

have noted that Descartes’ use of the terms “object” and “subject” reverse the direction of medieval 
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medievals are still on the way of things, still in hope of isolating in thought and express-
ing in language a pure “reality” over against and in every respect transcendent to the 
knower. But they have as well what should never be lost, a keen sense of our contact in 
awareness and community in nature with a surrounding physical environment which 
commands our respect and provides the keys to many mysteries.

Book II on Christian Doctrine
In Chapter 1 of Book II we learn that a sign is anything perceived which makes 

something besides itself come into our awareness.41 With this definition,42 at a stroke, 
Augustine proposes the sign as super i or to the division of being into natural and cul-
tural: any material structure, whether from nature or art, which, on being perceived, 
conveys thought to something besides itself functions as a sign.

But soon a very curious thing happens. Augustine has begun by enun ciating in its 
full scope a semiotic point of view. Now we will see a treatment of things in terms of 
their signifying function, he tells us.43 And to give us an idea of how extensive such a 
treat ment will have to be, he introduces a whole series of distinctions to cover virtually 
the complete range of signifying phenomena: natural vs. conventional significations; 
signification as it functions in animal cognition vs. signification as it functions in human 
cognition; the signifi cation of words and the signification of groans; the signification 
of flags and the signification of fires. But all too soon we find that he has distinguished 
all these phenomena only in order to exclude them from further consideration as going 
beyond the limits of his immediate purpose.

Just as Augustine first proposed the general notion of sign not in order to explain or 
justify it but as one tool toward the accomplishment of another project, so too he begins 
this second book with distinctions that establish the more general semiotic point of view 
and sweep over the horizon of prelinguistic, linguistic, and postlinguistic phenomena of 
signification only for the sake of background to the narrow identification of the specific 
case of conventional signs instituted by God. The words of Scripture and the Sacra-
ments of the Church, it turns out, not the sign in its proper being and the perspective 
proper to it, is not the only thing, but the focal thing, in Augustine’s interest. The context 
in which Augustine proposed his definition helps in understanding both its orig i nality 
and its shortcomings.

A Notion Pregnant with Problems
Without challenging the more basic proposition that the sign has a way of being 

superior to the contrast between natural and cultural being, medieval thinkers will yet 

thought; but exactly what was the end-point toward which the medieval usage was aimed has never 
before been fully spelled out, as far as I am aware. 

41 Augustine ad396–397: De Doctrina Christiana, Book II, ¶1: “Signum est enim res praeter speciem 
quam ingerit sensibus aliud aliquid ex se faciens in cogitationem venire.”

42 This definition reiterates what we find on p. 1316, col. b of the De Dia lec tica of ad387, possibly 
but not certainly auth ored by Augustine, where the sign is defined as “any thing which shows itself first 
to the sense and then indi cates something beyond itself to the mind”: “Signum est quod et se ipsum 
sensui et praeter se aliquid animo ostendit” (p. 86 in the Jackson ed.).

43 Precisely thus does Augustine distinguish his thinking on sign from the comparatively “passing 
remark” that we noted above in the earlier text of Origen (p. 86 and 88n25 above). The full extent 
of Augustine’s signum usage in the De Doctrina Christiana itself, thanks to an intervention of Joel L. 
Samuels, is covered in Deely 2009: Appendix C, 227–230.
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soon find Augustine’s proposed general definition of the sign to be too narrow. Aquinas44 
will find it too narrow on two grounds. The first (although he goes back and forth on 
this, as we will see in Chapter 845) is that angels too communicate by signs and yet, being 
without bodies, the signs the angels make use of in discourse with one another cannot 
be of the sort Augustine identifies with the sign in general. The second ground is that 
human beings, too, Aquinas will say, in the use of intellectual concepts, employ signs 
which cannot be wholly reduced to perceptions.46

Amplifying, in effect, upon this last point of Aquinas, first Duns Scotus (c.1266–
1308), then William of Ockham (c.1285–1349) and logicians after him, will precede 
the work both of the Conimbricenses (1606, 1607) and of Poinsot (1632a) in finding 
Augustine’s definition too narrow because it applies neither to concepts nor to percepts 
as such.47 Yet both con cepts and percepts, ideas and images in the mind, nonetheless 
perform in awareness the essential function of the sign, which is to stand in cognition as 
representing another than itself.48

When one thinks of a horse, one is directed first of all not to the subjective psy-
chological or mental state without which one would not be thinking of a horse, but to 
a certain type of object capable of being instantiated physically in perceptually acces-
sible ways. But it is not the fact of being perceptually accessible that makes the horse an 

44 See “The Problem of Sign in Aquinas”, Chapter 8, p. 244ff. Further developed in Deely 2004c.
45 See Chapter 8, p. 248ff.
46 This last point will become a focus of discovery at the foundation of Husserl’s Logische 

Untersuchungen toward the end of mod ern times (1900/1901), but Husserl will not see the point in 
terms of the sign-function of ideas; and hence, when he converts his insight into a methodology under 
the name of “Phenomenology”, his work becomes but an extension of modern rationalism trapped 
within the boundaries of the modern idealist paradigm, rather than a work of semiotic. On the general 
contrast between semiotics and phenomenology in relation to the earlier development of Latin 
thought, see Deely 2007: passim, but esp. 6–7 and 7n9.

47 In contrasting “concepts” to “percepts”, I am speaking along the lines of the modern convention 
to use “concepts” to name the products of intellectual activity and “percepts” to name the “images” 
formed by animal perception in interpreting sensation. However, the reader should take note that this 
way of speaking is not so well aligned with Latin Age thinking, where “concept” is a generic notion 
common to all animals, the technical equivalent or synonym for the notion of species expressa (“actively 
formed or ‘expressed’ form of cognitive specification”). While all cognitive powers are passively 
specified in achieving awareness by species impressae, only the higher sense powers along with human 
understanding respond by actively forming interpretations of what is sensed: this was the foundation 
of “realism” in the thought of Thomas Aquinas; and while the view that external sense does not form 
such expressae species was challenged in Latin times, and its denial became after Suarez the “common 
opinion” of early modern thinkers, Poinsot pointed out the consequence — solipsistic idealism — a 
little more than a century before Hume ventured the ignorant opinion that the presence of mental 
representation actively formed had never been a matter of doubt or controversy: see Deely 2009: 
Section 12., sub-sections 12.7.–9., 152–160.

48 The point of how one understands the “minimal sign function”, so to say, is technical and 
important. Here suffice it to note, from Poinsot’s Treatise on Signs (1632a: 217/28–41), the following: 
“that in the definition of sign ‘represents’ is taken strictly and most formally for that which represents 
in such a way that it does not manifest in any way other than by representing, that is to say, a sign so 
stands on the side of the object of the representing that only in the repre senting is it devoted to that 
object and does not manifest the object signified in any other way than by the representing.

“Whence one excludes many things that represent something besides themselves and [yet] are not 
signs, and concludes that a sign must be more known and manifest in the representing than the significate, 
so that in being and knowable rationale the sign-vehicle is dissimilar and subsidiary to what it signifies” 
— through the triadic relation which the representation provenates.
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object. There need be no horse present in perception for one to think of a horse. One 
can indeed think of an object in principle incapable of being perceptually instantiated 
in its proper being, such as God or an angel, to use ready-made medieval examples. Still 
less is it the fact of being perceived by sense that makes the concept or idea of horse a 
sign, for the concept or idea of horse is precisely that subjective or psychological state 
on the basis of which one is here and now thinking of horse and not of whale or dolphin.

Neither subjective state nor object need be perceived in order for the subjective 
state to be precisely that on the basis of which something other than itself (some object, 
that is to say) is brought into one’s awareness, and for the object to exist precisely as that 
which is signified on the basis of some subjective state. Subject and object are correlated 
as that to whom (id cui) and that which (id quod) is signified, but the mediating third — that 
on the basis of which (id in quo) — effecting the correlation is precisely a relation over and 
above either having its foundation or basis indifferently inside the mind (as a subjective 
condition or state) or outside the mind (as a material structure of sense perception).

Hence what is truly essential to the being and function of a sign is not that it be 
something perceived, as Augustine’s definition would require, but merely that it be an 
element of awareness bringing into further awareness something besides itself, some-
thing that it itself in the awareness is not. Augustine’s definition, in logical terms, is 
defective by reason of being too narrow. It leaves out a part of what is to be defined.

The Strength of Augustine’s Signum
The shortcoming or weakness in Augustine’s proposed general definition, at the 

same time, is precisely its strength in terms of his special interest in the words of scrip-
ture and the sacra ments of Christian life, for both of these signs directly involve the 
senses. For just as the words of Scrip ture are, in their visible and audible aspects, mate-
rial structures which, on being perceived, con vey thought to something other than the 
noises heard or marks seen, so too are the Sa cra ments perceptible materials which, as 
“sacred vessels”, convey to the soul something beyond. As “an out ward sign instituted 
by Christ to give grace”, a sacrament is a man i fest species of Augustine’s sign.

This fact, together with Augustine’s authority as next to last49 of the four great Fa-
thers50 of the Latin church, readily ex plains the inclusion of Augustine’s definition of 
signum in Peter Lombard’s Sentences (c.1150), the compilation of Patristic views (an 
“anthology”, as we would call it) which became the basis of theological studies in the  

49 Quasten 1950: “Boniface VIII declared (1298) that he wished Ambrose [c.340–397], Jerome 
[c.340–420], Augustine [354–430] and Gregory the Great [c.540–604] known as egregii doctores ecclesiae. 
These four Fathers are also called ‘the great Fathers of the Church’. The Greek Church venerates only 
three ‘great ecumenical teachers’, Basil the Great [c.330–c.379], Gregory of Nazianzus [c.330–389/90], 
and Chrysostom [c.345–407], while the Roman Church adds St. Athanasius [c.295–373] to these three, 
and thus counts four great Fathers of the East, and four of the West.”

50 The early Christian writers, both Greek and Latin, who, between the death of the last Apostle, 
John, and the death of Augus tine and beyond, formed the early consciousness and doctrinal or 
theological development of Christianity are often called, generically and loosely, the “Fathers of the 
Church”. Augustine was also one of the last Christian Latin writers taken — if indeed was even he — 
with any general seriousness in the world of Byzantine theology, which looked down upon the Latins 
as a cultural and — especially — theological inferior. The classification of Latin “fathers” outside the 
Greek world (e.g., Tixeront 1920) extends much further, to include authors as late as Isidore of Seville 
(c.ad570–636). But Augustine, being confined in his consciousness to the Latin language, may be 
considered also the first of the medievals. As we will see in Chapter 12 (but more fully in Deely 2001: 
Chap. 15), Charles Peirce occupies an analogous position (but wholly within philosophy) as a last of 
the moderns and first of the postmoderns.
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medieval university from the 12th century till the end of the Latin Age.51 (Indeed, as we 
will shortly see,52 a Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard became, in the later 
Latin centuries, the equivalent of today’s Ph.D. dissertation, whence the proliferation of 
such commentaries in the medieval libraries.)

The 4th book of Lombard’s Sentences, wherein Augus tine’s definition is incorporat-
ed, became the focus of what is in effect the “high semiotics” of the Latin Age, namely, 
sacramental theology as it developed continuously right down to the present day and 
even across the post-Reformation denominational lines of competing Christian sects. 
Protestant denominations no less than Catholicism consider Augustine to be their own. 
For that specifically religious phase of historical theoretical semiotic development, as 
for many others,53 Augustine stands astride the split of renaissance Christianity into 
Catholic and Protestant as a kind of governing figure over the thinking of both sides. 
Quite apart from his failed attempt to give a precise definition for his proposed general 
notion of sign (a failure demonstrated in the later Latin critiques of his proposed defini-
tion of sign in general as too narrow), the influence of Augustine’s original general pro-
posal itself resonates no less in the treatises of Protestant authors such as Timpler (1604, 
1612), Keckermann (c.1607), and Scheibler (1617) than in those of Catholic authors 
such as the Conimbricenses (1605), Araújo (1617), and the Tractatus de Signis of John 
Poinsot (1632).

But the very dates of these authors show how slow was Augustine’s novel proposal 
to mature in its theo ret ical possibilities. On the philosophical side of the powerful idea 
he has intro duced, he himself had nothing further to say. He leaves to his Latin poster-
ity instead “a con stantly alive, burning and inevitable problem”.54 This flame does not 
always burn bright. But even when it only smolders and provides little more than smoke, 
as when we enter the thicket of nominalism,55 it proves enough to demarcate a continu-
ous trail from the first to the last of the Latin centuries. Here, with the first step on that 
trail, we begin our journey to postmodernity.

Boethius (c.480–524ad)
When Boethius, in ad523, was tried before King Theodoric and sentenced to death 

for treason, he spent his time on death row writing one of the universally loved master-
pieces of Latin philos ophy, De conso la tione philosophiae, “On the Consolation of Philoso-
phy”. This work explored the metaphysical labyrinth of chance in history intertwined 
with human destiny, of divine foreknowledge of events and human res pon si bil ity for ac-
tions chosen, of time and eter nity. In the exploration, Boethius gave himself to reconcile 
divine perfection and omnipotence with the evident disorders in both the moral and the 
physical governance found in the world of experience. On 23 October 524, his execu-
tioners, taking no notice of his work finished or unfinished, stran gled him with a cord 
till his eyes bulged in their sockets and beat him the rest of the way to death with clubs. 
Boethius was a Christian, yet scarcely a line in this book could not have been written by 
one of the great stoics, Zeno of Citium himself (c.336–c.260bc), Epictetus (c.50–130ad), 

51 On Lombard, see Chapter 6, p. 135 below.
52 Page 136 below, the ending section of Chapter 6.
53 See Sullivan 1963.
54 Beuchot 1986: 26.
55 See Chapter 9, “The Thicket”, p. 332 below.
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or Marcus Aurelius (121– 180ad), as if this one man symbolized the passing of the torch 
of philosophy from Pagan to Christian times.

Boethius On the Trinity and the Division of Speculative Knowledge
Around the year ad520 Boethius had written a book in which he tried his hand at 

assimilating and advanc ing a major speculative foray undertaken just over a century ear-
lier by Augustine. For this work he used a some what more prolix title than the simple 
On the Trinity that Augustine had used. He titled his work Quomodo trinitas unus deus ac 
non tres dii, “How it is that the trinity is one god and not three gods”. Weis heipl calls 
this work “anomalous and almost anachronistic”.56 In the 12th century the work was the 
subject of numerous commentaries, but in the following 13th century we know only of 
the one commentary upon it, which Thomas Aquinas wrote c.1257/58. The title would 
hardly suggest it, but from this work Aquinas57 derives some basic ideas on how the hu-
man understanding con structs from the materials of experience the objects of the theo-
retical sciences, physics, mathe matics, and metaphysics.58 In physics, the understanding 
focuses on being as it can neither be nor be thought apart from matter. In mathematics, 
the understanding considers what can be thought but cannot be apart from matter — 
substance quantified as prior to all other sensible characteristics, “intelligible matter”.59 
While in metaphysics, the understanding considers being as it can both exist or be and be 
thought apart from matter.

Nor is the work of Boethius in this area limited in its actual influence to the early 
medieval period. In the early 20th century, building on both Aquinas and Boethius, the 
French philosopher Jacques Maritain pro duc ed one of the masterpieces of late modern 
noetic theory. His work titled Distinguish to Unite, or The Degrees of Knowledge,60 resumes 
and updates the theory of Boethius and Aquinas in this area. In particular, Maritain re-
fined under the notion of “physics” three distinct investigative modalities: physics in the 
ancient and medieval sense, which has as its rule, or resolves its considerations into, the 
intelligible as pects as such of ma terial objects; strictly empirical science, which has for 
the rule and resolution of its considerations the observ a ble or sensible aspects of mate-
rial objects as such (further subdivided into empir i o me tric and empiriosche mat ic); and 
physics in the modern sense, “mathematical physics”, which informs the observations of 
empirical sci ence with a mathematical content of intellectual imagination rather than a 
con tent either of intel li gibility as such (as in the physics of Aristotle) or of a narrative of 
sensory observations.

Boethius’s Terminology for Aristotle’s Difficulties with Relation
But it was in his translation of Aristotle’s difficulties in getting clear about the dis-

tinctive or unique character of relation as a mode of being that Boethius made the most 
decisive contribution in the long run to the problematic of a general notion of sign that 
Augustine, in the naive innocence born of his ignorance of Greek, had bequeathed to 

56 Weisheipl 1974: 134.
57 Aquinas c.1257/8, In librum Boetii de Trinitate expositio.
58 This section of Aquinas’ commentary on the De Trinitate of Boethius has been excerpted and 

competently translated into English as an independent treatise by Armand Maurer under the title The 
Division and Methods of the Sci ences (Maurer Trans. 1958).

59 See Chapter 7, p. 156 below.
60 Maritain 1932 (French original ed.), 1959 (authorized English translation from 4th French ed.), 

1963 (7th and final French text).
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Latin philosophy. This problematic, one of the slowest to mature among the Latins, as 
has been said, is also the one that carries over directly into the postmodern period. The 
reason is that it affords the intelligible substructure in terms of which the action of signs 
reduces to being in such a way as to demonstrate the thesis advanced in passing in the 
course of Maritain’s work just mentioned: there need be nothing to prevent a philosophy 
of being from being at the same time a philosophy of mind.61 We will see this in due 
course. Here let us look at the Boethian translation of Aristotle’s difficulties.

By ad510 Boethius had translated and commented upon the Categories of Aristotle. 
By this work, he set the terms according to which the whole tangled medieval discussion 
of relation would develop, and by which the problem raised by Augustine’s posit of signs 
as superior to being divided into mind-independent and mind-dependent would eventu-
ally be resolved. In particular, it was from Boethius that the pair of expressions, relatio 
secundum dici (“relation according to the way being must be expressed in discourse”) and 
relatio secundum esse (“relation according to the way relation has being”), eventually tran-
scendental vs. ontological relation, were put into play. The former expression, “relation 
according to the way being must be expressed in dis course”, Boethius forged to account 
for Aristotle’s first two attempts to define relation,62 which turned out to apply equally to 
substance and the inherent accidents as such. The latter expression, “relation according 
to the way it has the being proper to itself”, he forged to apply only to Aristotle’s second 
attempt to define rela tion as a phenomenon restricted to intersubjective instances of 
physical being.63

61 Maritain 1959: 66; 1963: 388. “Philosophy of mind” in modern philosophy is usually designated 
“epistemology” in contrast to “ontology” as the study of being. Semiotics undermines this modern 
contrast, by reason of the fact that relation as already at work in animal sensation exhibits a character 
that does not conform to the terms of this distinction but lies prior to its very possibility (see Deely 
2010b). For this and related reasons, I prefer to speak of “noetic” rather than “epistemology”, which 
proves to be a term whose just fate would be desuetude.

62 Aristotle, c.360bc: Categories, chap. 7, 6a36–39: Prov~ ti de; ta; toiau`ta levgetai, o}sa aujta; 
a{per ejstin eJtevrwn ei\nai levgetai, h] oJpwsou`n a[llw~ pro;~ e{teron; oi|on to; mei`xon touq j o{per ejoti;n 
ejtevrou levgetai: (“Those things are called relative which, being either said to be of something else or 
related to something else, are explained by reference to that other thing.”). And again at 6b6-9: prov~ 
ti ou\n ejsti;n o{sa aujta; a{per e[oti;n e{evtevrwn e\nai levgetai, h] oJpwsou`n a[llw~ pro;~ e[teron; oi|on o[ro~ 
mevga levgetai pro;~e{teron: (“So it is with all other relatives that have been mentioned. Those terms, 
then, are called relative, the nature of which is explained by reference to something else.”)

The difficulty in understanding the terminology Boethius created reached legendary proportions 
in Neoscholastic circles after Krempel (1952: 394). Remarks on substance by Boethius himself, such 
as McInerny cites (1990: 102n13), raise the question whether there is not an unclarity in the terminol-
ogy precisely because and inasmuch as Boethius himself only confusedly grasped the difficulty to 
which his terminology conveyed a prospective solution. Thus, while the expression “relatio secundum 
esse” Aquinas and Poinsot as well seized upon at once as comprehending equally relatio realis seu 
praedicamentalis and relatio rationis, Boethius himself more likely envisaged it reductively as a mere 
synonym for relatio realis; and probably the best measure of the confusion surrounding this post-
Boethian terminology outside the direct Thomistic line within the Latin Age is provided by Suarez 
1597: disp. 47, sect. 3, pars. 9–10. Cf. Poinsot 1632a: 89/24–90/40.

63 Categories, chap. 7, 8a28-34: eij me;n ou\n iJkanw`~ oJ tw`n prov~ ti oJrismo;~ ajpodevdotai, h] tw`n 
pavnu calepw`n h] tw`n ajdunavtwn ejstiv tov dei`xai wJ~ oujdemiva oujsiva tw`n prov~ ti levgetai: eij de; mh; 
iJkanw`~, ajll j e[oti ta; prov~ ti oi|~ to; ei\nai taujtovn ejoti tw`Û prov~ ti pw~ e[cein, i[sw~ a]n rhqeivh 
ti pro;~ aujtav. oJ de; provtero~ oJrismo;~ parakolouqei` me;n pa`si toi`~ pro;~ ti, ouj mh;n taujtovn gev 
ejoti to; prov~ ti aujtoi`~ ei\nai to; aujta; a{per ejstin e]tevrwn levgesqai. (“Indeed, if our definition of 
that which is relative was complete, it is very difficult, if not impossible, to prove that no substance is 
relative. If, however, our definition was not complete, if those things only are properly called relative 
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It is worth the reader’s while to get clear from the start about the terms of this 
Boethian distinction as it will become decisive for the Latin development in and after 
Aquinas. This distinction between relative being as either “transcendental”, on the one 
hand, or “ontological”, on the other hand, will play the decisive role in the Latin Age 
achievement of grounding semiotic consciousness in the triadic relation as providing the 
being formal to signs as representamens (or “sign-vehicles”).

We will see that signs “loosely speaking” — the sorts of things one can hear or point 
to as a sign — are what Peirce will call “representamens” or “sign-vehicles”, aspects 
of subjectivity (material or psychological) upon which sign-relations are foregrounded; 
“strictly speaking”, by contrast, signs consist formerly and properly always in triadic 
relations as suprasubjective, and this even when they fail also to be intersubjective. Thus 
signs in the common or “loose” sense will prove to be examples or instances of Boethius’ 
relatio secundum dici or transcendental relation, while signs in the strict sense prove to 
exemplify or instantiate always relatio secundum esse or ontological relation, for the reason 
Poinsot sets forth in connection with the understanding Thomas Aquinas assigns to the 
Boethian terms:64

in the case of which relation to an external object is a necessary condition of existence, perhaps some 
explanation of the dilemma may be found. The former definition does indeed apply to all relatives, 
but the fact that a thing is explained with reference to something else does not make it essentially 
relative.”) For extended discussion of the definitions and their English translations in terms of the 
conceptual content at stake, see Deely 1985. (In modern English the intel lectual situation in this area 
has actually deteriorated. Since 1963, the Ackrill translation of the Categories — Aristotle c.360bc — 
has gained currency over the older Edghill translation, the newer normally having the presumption 
of improvement over the older, provided the sponsoring press is sufficiently reputable. But in this 
case, alas, for the reasons combed in detail in Deely 1985: EA 472–9, esp. 473n114, we can only 
await the day when Ackrill’s translation in turn suffers the fate of Edg hill’s — or perhaps the day 
when the superiority of Edghill’s translation is definitively recognized — hopefully at the hands of a 
translator with philosophical sensibilities considerably superior to what Ackrill displays, and such as 
Edghill possessed.)

64 I cite here the Latin text of Poinsot 1632a: 89/24–91/3, though the “translation in paraphrase” 
cited in the main text above is taken only from 89/47–90/8: “Ex his non erit difficile discernere inter 
relationes secundum dici et secundum esse, reales et rationis. Relativa enim secundum esse et secundum 
dici discriminantur ex ipso exercitio, quia in relativis <secundum esse> tota ratio seu exercitium est 
respicere, et ideo dicuntur respicere terminum in ratione puri termini. Exercitium vero seu ratio 
relationis <secundum dici> non est pure respicere terminum, sed aliquid aliud exercere, unde sequatur 
relatio; ideoque dixit bene S. Thomas in 2. dist. 1. q. 1. art. 5. ad 8. primo loco positum, quod ista 
relativa important fundamentum et relationem, relativa vero secundum esse tantum relationem dicunt, 
quia videlicet relativa secundum dici potius erga terminum se habent fundando relationem quam actu 
respiciendo, et ideo non in ratione puri termini ipsum respiciunt, sed secundum aliam rationem, puta 
causae vel effectus aut obiecti aut quid simile. Quapropter relatio secundum dici in hoc perpetuo 
distinguitur a relatione secundum esse ex D. Thoma, quod principale significatum relationis secundum 
dici non est relatio, sed aliquid aliud, ad quod sequitur relatio. Quando autem principale significatum 
alicuius est relatio ipsa et non aliquid absolutum, tunc est relatio secundum esse, ut constat ex 1. p. 
q. 13. art. 7. et in 1. dist. 30. q. 1. art. 2. et opusc. 48. tract. de praedicamento Ad aliquid cap. 1., ubi 
manifeste hoc docet.

“Ex quo etiam constat, quod relatio transcendentalis, quae non est alia a relatione secundum dici, 
non importat ex principali significato relationem, sed aliquid absolutum, ad quod sequitur vel sequi 
potest aliqua relatio. Nam si absolutum non importat, transcendentalis non erit, id est vagans per 
diversa genera, sed ad unum praedicamentum tantum spectabit. Unde relatio transcendentalis non 
est forma adveniens subiecto seu rei absolutae, sed illi imbibita, connotans tamen aliquid extrinsecum, 
a quo pendet vel circa quod versatur, ut materia ad formam, caput ad capitatum, creatura ad Deum, 
sicque relatio transcendentalis coincidit cum relatione secundum dici. Et male ab aliquibus relatio 
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Transcendental relation is unfailingly distinguished from ontological relation in the writ-
ings of St Thomas by the fact that what the expression transcendental relation principally 
and directly signifies is not a relation. “Transcendental relation” is any feature of subjective 
being upon which a relation is or could be founded when the right circumstances prevail.

By contrast, the expression ontological relation never signifies directly subjectivity 
or a feature of subjectivity, but always and only a relation itself in its contrast precisely 
as nonsubjective but suprasubjective to the whole order of being as subjective, thus in 
contrast to substance and the inherent accidents of substance.

Thus “transcendental relation” is subjectivity as able to be understood through the rela-
tions in which subjectivity comes to be involved, both cognitive and non-cognitive or 
physical; while “ontological relation” designates directly and only the relations them-
selves in which subjectivity may or may not happen to be involved objectively.

But let us not get too far ahead of the story. Here let us then confront for the mo-
ment simply what Boethius himself confronted.

Aristotle’s Difficulties65

In the discussion of the Aristotelian categories as Boethius presented it and the me-
dievals took it up, as with Aristotle himself,66 what was essayed in the categorial list had 
little to do with linguistics and everything to do with the variety of ways in which physi-
cal being is found to exist in our experience independently of human society. Whatever 
truly exists in nature as an indi vi du al, as we will see in Chapter 7 to follow, Aristotle 
classed as a substance. Whatever exists in nature as some modi fi cation or characteristic of 
an individual, however important, Aristotle classed as an accident.

Among the accidents (some, but by no means all, of which can come and go with-
out destroy ing the individual they modify and characterize at a given time) Aristotle 
counted relations. In order to include relation in his list as a distinct category, Aristotle 
had to formulate for relations a definition which would cover all and only relations — a 

secundum esse dividitur in transcendentalem et praedicamentalem, cum transcendentalis sit in ipsa 
entitate absoluta nec ab eius esse differat, et sic non sit totum suum esse ad aliud, quod requiritur ad 
relationem secundum esse. An vero transcendentalis relatio imperfectionem aliquam et dependentiam 
importet ideoque a Deo releganda sit, ad metaphysicos et theologos spectat.

“Relationes autem reales et rationis, quae divisio solum in relatione secundum esse invenitur, 
discriminantur penes carentiam alicuius ex conditionibus requisitis ad relationes reales.”

65 The compass of these difficulties are not easily gathered, for many aspects of them only dawn 
gradually and at temporal points far removed. Aristotle’s own text on the difficulties as he saw them 
are in notes 62 and 63, p. 97 of this Chapter. See Aquinas’ remarks on the point of difficulty, in note 
70 p. 101 below. And in particular, take account of the feature of relation nowhere that I know of 
explicitly noted, namely, that relation, besides depending on substance only indirectly (see Poinsot 
1632a: 85/28–40; Deely 2010a: 64–72) rather than directly, relation is the only form without attendant 
secondary matter in the order of ens reale, which accounts for the extraordinary fact that, as Poinsot 
observes (1632a: 85/8–12), while bodies require proximity (“a local situation”) in order to interact, the 
relations consequent upon such interactions have no spatial restriction: “distance neither conduces 
to nor obstructs the resultance of a pure (i.e., an ontological) relation, because these relations do not 
depend upon a local situation; for far or near, a son is in the same way the son of his father.” We will 
have occasion to single out the importance of this feature of relation formally lacking an attendance of 
secondary matter in the Chapter 8 section “Relations in the noetic of Aquinas”, esp. p. 261ff. below.

66 See in Chapter 7 below p. 148f.; and pace Trendelenburg (1846) and those who took up his lead 
in trying to see in the categories only the grammar of the ancient Greek language, to which group we 
may also add those who (mistakenly) see in the categories mainly an instrument of logical rather than 
ontological classification.
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definition which would be neither too narrow nor too wide. In this effort he encoun-
tered a major difficulty: just as the accidents of substance ultimately have to be explained 
in terms of the ability of substance to sustain them, so substance itself ultimately has to 
be explained in terms of the ability of the environment to sustain individuals (in terms 
of the “princi ples and causes and sustaining conditions of existence”, in medieval terms). 
In other words, in actual existence, every substance and every accident is maintained by 
realities of circumstance and being other than itself. So it appears that “relation” is not 
a distinct category of physical being, but rather a condition which applies to physical be-
ing in every category, including and beginning with substance. How then is relation to 
be conceived of as a distinct category of being as it is able to exist independently of finite 
awareness, rather than simply as coextensive with finite beings as interdependent among 
themselves in maintaining existence in the first place?67

To resolve his problem Aristotle proposed, in answer to this question, a distinction:68 
“the fact that a thing is explained with reference to something else does not make it essen-
tially relative.” Relation as a distinct category, then, would comprise all and only those fea-
tures of being whose very essential conceivability involves “being toward another”, esse 
ad, those features of being which cannot, even by an abstraction, omit reference toward.

An individual is conceivable apart from knowing who were the parents. A size is 
conceivable apart from conceiving what sort of thing might be that size. And so on. But 
a relationship in the categorial sense is inconceivable except in terms of “being toward” 
something other than itself: a son or a daughter as an individual may be thought of with-
out giving any consideration to the parents, but an individual son or daughter is incon-
ceivable apart from consideration of a parent as well. For the parents make the offspring 
be as a daughter or son, even though the daughter or son as an individual exists indepen-
dently of the parents who procreated. Of course the individual is procre ated; but the 
procreator’s existence is not part of the procreated individual’s essence. But the offspring 
is not only procreated as a matter of fact. As offspring the whole essence of the indi vidual 
consists in its relation to its procreators, even though as an individual in its own right it 
has an essence which is more than and here and now independent of that relation.

Thus the classical medieval definition of relation as “that whose whole being consists 
in a reference or being toward another”69 is intended to convey Aristotle’s idea of relation 
as veri fi able under a distinct category of physical being, in contrast to the fact that relations 
can be found involving the “things” that belong to the categories other than relation.

Transcendental Relation
To memori al ize Aristotle’s unwelcome realization that even those types of being 

which are not relations in this sense (namely, individuals and whatever characteristics 

67 It is in this latter way, for example, that Grote construes (or misconstrues) Aristotle’s idea of 
relation as categorial: see Grote 1872: esp. 80–90. Says Grote (I quote from the 2nd ed. of 1880, pp. 80–
81, having misplaced my own copy of the 1872 1st ed.) of Aristotle, “he both conceives and defines the 
Category of Relation or Relativity (Ad Aliquid) in a way much narrower than really belongs to it. If he 
had assigned to this Category its full and true comprehension, he would have found it implicated with 
all the other nine. None of them can be isolated from it in predication.” Compare Poinsot 1632: Second 
Preamble, Article 2, 81/1–11 & 89/24–90/12: in Poinsot’s terms, Grote, in mistaking transcendental 
relation for the whole import of relative being, in effect seconds Ockham’s brushing aside of ontological 
relation as anything more than an ens rationis.

68 Aristotle c.335–322bc: Categories, ch. 7, esp. 8a28–34. For the Greek text on these points of 
Aristotle’s difficulty, see preceding notes 62 and 63, this Chapter, p. 97 above.

69 “sunt illa, quorum totum suum esse se habet ad aliud”.
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of individuals there are besides relations, such as quantity, quality, action, passion, and 
the rest) are yet relative in their existence and in their possibilities for being explained, 
the medievals after Boethius circulated a distinct name: relatio secundum dici, “relation 
according to the requirements of discourse about being”. Boethius had introduced this 
terminology into In categorias libri quattuor (c.510ad), his translation of and commentary 
upon Aristotle’s book of Categories.

There is then a profound sense of relativity in medieval discourse which applies to 
every cat e gory of accident as a subjective characteristic and to substance itself as the sub-
ject of existence. The Latins recognized a relativity that reaches to the very pillars and 
foundation of finite being in its own order. Following Boethius, they called this radical 
ontological relativity, the relativity of all subjective being as such, relatio secundum dici, 
“relation according to the requirements of bringing being to expression in discourse”. 
But they later also called this sense of relation, which applies to the explanation of the 
whole of nature, relatio transcendental is (transcendental relation), after the qualification 
“transcendental” became the accepted medieval term for any notion that applies to more 
than one category, or that is verified in every category.

Categorial Relation
In contrast to this transcendental relativity there is the sense of relation which ap-

plies only to the single category of relation (i.e., which designates only what is relative in its 
very definition as well as in its possi bil i ties for explanation and conditions for existence), 
which Boethius termed relatio praedi camentalis, i.e., “predi ca mental” or “cate gorial” re-
lation — relation as intersubjective in obtaining as a link between two existing subjects. 
Prae di camen talis was a Latin expre ssion that applied both to category (of being) and to 
predicate (of a sentence). Later thinkers have inferred from this fact that there is more 
linguistic involve ment in the ancient scheme of categories than Aristotle saw or the 
medievals came to realize. But for the medievals themselves this termi nol ogy reflected 
no more than their under stand ing of Aristotle’s scheme of the categories as identifying 
those senses in which being, when “said differ ently”, could yet be said (hence “predi-
cated”) in a single sense (“univocally”) among a variety of tokens or instances of a type 
of being.

Purely Objective Relations
After Boethius (†524), Avicenna (ad980–1037) made explicit for the Latins the idea 

of a relation formed wholly in thought — “non formatur nisi in intellectu”. On top of 
the realization that relations consist purely in referrals, the suspicion soon took root 
that referrals may only seem sometimes to be independent of perception or discourse. 
This suspicion took nurture from the medieval develop ment of logic as a science of rela-
tions obtaining among things as they are thought of, as distinct from things (and relations 
among things) as they are in them selves indifferent to human thought.70

70 In his Disputed Questions on the Power of God (c.1265–1266), q. 7. art. 9c, Aquinas, agreeing with 
Averroes, pointed out that relation in the order of ens reale is “the most debilitated of the ways of being” 
(“relatio est debilioris esse inter omnia praedicamenta”) — ens minimum, as he had put it c.1254/6: 
In I Sent. d. 26 q. 2 art. 2c. So true is this, he goes on to say, that many have been led to classify all 
relations as purely mind-dependent beings, like the “second intentions” of logic which are relations 
that attach to things not according to the way they are mind-independently but only according to the 
way they are thought to be: “ideo putaverunt quidam eam esse ex secundis intellectibus”. In hindsight, 
we can see in these remarks an anticipation of the views of William of Ockham and the “tidal wave 
of nominalism” (Peirce 1903a: CP 1.19) that would sweep scholasticism into the oblivion of modern 
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Categorial relations are supposed to be relations among things existing indepen-
dently of our thought of them. Logical relations exist only in and as a result of our 
thought, and hence can obtain even among imaginary or mistaken beings. Hamlet was 
not a happy-go-lucky fellow, even though he is fictitious. These latter relations the me-
dievals called relationes rationis or “relations of reason” (“mind-dependent relations”), not 
because only rational animals formed them, but because only rational animals could be-
come aware of them and make them an object and instrument of study in their own right.

Moreover, inasmuch as logical relations could not exist apart from thought, anymore 
than can the relations by which an animal makes its surroundings familiar and navigable 
exist apart from animal awareness, such relations are neither transcendental nor predica-
mental (i.e., categorial). The question arose almost at once in medieval debate whether 
the whole idea of relation as a category had not been an objective confusion, mistaking a 
referral made by thought for a mode of being existing in nature independently of thought.

In other words, in the medieval debate over the notion of relative being, the dispute 
came to center on whether in the physical world there are only trans cen dental rela-
tions, categorial relations (and, more generally, “ontological relations”) being in reality 
no more than and only comparisons made by the mind — relationes rationis or “mind-
dependent relations” — in the consideration of objects.71

The Ontological Singularity of Relations Anywhere72

The early translations of Boethius carried the discussions of the Latin Age in the 
area of relation more or less to this point. The fact that categorial and rational relations 
share alike a common “essence” or defina bil ity as something whose whole being consists 
in a reference to another was not a point of central interest in the original medieval de-
bates over relation, either to Boethius or to his immediate successors in the discussion. 
In general, the medieval mainstream focused immediately on the differences between 
physical being (ens reale) and logical being (ens rationis), and on what they came to call73 
“the problem of universals”, which first appeared in the guise of nom i nal ism, as we shall 
shortly see, the view that general conceptions (such as Augustine’s proposal of signum) 
are nothing more than mind-dependent relations.

philosophy. We will get to this only in Chapter 9; but here we may remark that how derivative is the 
dependency of relation on substance no doubt helps to explain the enormous difficulty Aristotle had 
in satisfactorily defining relation so as to constitute an irreducible category of being (as we saw in note 
62, p. 97, above), as also the failure of so many later commentators, such as Grote (p. 100 above, note 
67), to recognize precisely that irreducibility.

71 Aquinas reports this debate as carried on not only among the Latins of his time but also earlier 
among the Arabic Aristotelian commentators: see Aquinas c.1265/6: Quaestiones disputatae de potentia, 
q. 7, art. 9c (Busa 3 p. 246). See the summary of the issue at the end of the Latin Age in Poinsot 
1632a: Tractatus de Signis, Second Preamble, “Whether there exist on the side of mind-independent 
being relations consequent upon intrinsic forms”, 80/1–87/18, in particular the passage where Poinsot 
singles out the distinctive notion that Aristotle introduces into the discussion of the ancient Greeks, 
80/1–11. Krempel (1952: 489f.) traces the further distinction at play among the Latins after Boethius 
between “real” and “rational” relations (i.e., relationes reales vis-à-vis relationes rationis) to Simplicius 
(c.ad490–560) on the Greek side and to Avicenna (ad980–1037) on the Arab and Latin side: see the 
gloss in the second paragraph of the i.1020/27 Avicenna entry, p. 410  below.

72 But keep in mind the compass of the problem as indicated in note 65, p. 99 above.
73 Precisely with their unchanging cosmological image that we noted above (beginning of Chapter 

3, p. 54 at note 1, and also at end of that chapter, p. 81 at note 58) in the background of this choice of 
terminology.
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Nonetheless the point did not escape notice entirely that, if there are relations in the 
world as well as in thought, then relations in thought are unique among mind-dependent 
beings in having as their positive essence exactly the same positive structure as their 
mind-independent counterparts.74 Not much was made of this point before Aquinas 
made it central to the intelligibility of the Christian dogma of God as triune, but the 
medievals did have from Boethius an expression to designate relation in its indifference 
to the distinction between mind-independent and mind-dependent being, namely, rela-
tio secundum esse, “relation as such according to the way it has being”. The point of this 
expression was that relation was a relation (according to the way it had being) regard-
less of whether its being emanates from a concept in the mind (a psychological quality 
or state) or from a material characteristic of a physical individual. Hence eventually 
relation viewed under this singularity (in translations of the Latins) came to be called 
“ontological relation”.

But since this was not a point at the center of medieval concerns at the moment of 
its peripheral realization, unfortunately, relatio secundum esse was not an expression the 
medievals generally undertook to refine and ramify. They did not, for example, develop 
any one-word synonyms for secundum esse com parable to their stipulation of “transcen-
dental” as an equivalent for secundum dici. The most serious attempt to translate relatio 
secundum esse into a national language settled on the designation “ontological” as the 
most viable one-term translation of “secundum esse”, a choice lacking in neither jus-
tification nor difficulties,75 but still the expression best suited to convey the singularity 
at issue.

But within the medieval mainstream, by the time thinkers began to realize the gen-
eral philosophical and particular epistemological importance of the point highlighted 
in the expression “relatio secundum esse” for the justification of Augustine’s general 
posit of sign as generic to nature and culture, with which the Latin Age began, that Age 
was effectively over and the classical mainstream development of philosophical mo-
dernity had well and truly begun ignorant (in its mainstream authors76) of the belated 
Latin realization.

Accordingly, we leave the discussion of relation at this point more or less where Bo-
ethius himself left it, a stage of development which may be briefly indicated in the form 
of the following diagram incorporating Avicenna’s explicitation (taken up by Boethius 
and the Latins after) of ens as including both ens reale and ens rationis:

74 A fictional individual with his or her various characteristics, as fictional, is precisely not what 
a physical individual is, name ly, something having an existence and being apart from a relation to 
cognition. But a relation, whether real or fictive, as a relation, in either case has an existence or being 
over and above its subjective foundation, source, or ground, and hence is in either case what as a 
relation it is in the other case. The distinction between fictional and real, thus, is central to the idea of 
substance and its inhering accidents, but marginal to the idea of relation. The distinction between real 
and fictional individuals is drawn on the basis of the nature of substance, as part of its very conception. 
But the distinction between real and fictional relations is not drawn at all on the basis of the nature of 
relation. The distinction between real and fictional is not part of the very conception of relation, but is 
applied to that conception extrinsically, from the point of view of whether the terminus of the relation 
is purely objective or physical (subjective) as well.

75 See Deely 1985: EA 463–465, 472ff.
76 As documented in Deely 1994a, as also Deely 2001: Chap. 10. See Weinberg 1965 for the basic 

point that the mainstream moderns to a man adopted the position of Ockham reducing relation as such 
to the status of an ens rationis. Ockham’s own view on relation as a category I have treated at length in 
Deely 2008: Chap. 5, 2009: see esp. Diagram 1, p. 25, and Diagram 7, p. 96.
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subjecTive being

(Transcendental Relation)
relatio secundum dici — 
substance and  
inherent accident

Mind-Independent being minD-DepenDenT being

inTersubjecTive being

(Categorial Relation)
relatio realis ("real" relation) 
physical relation 
predicamental relation 
mind-independent relation

inTerobjecTive being

(Purely Objective Relations) 
relation rationis ("relation of reason") 
logical relation 
mind-dependent relation

suprasubjecTive being

(Ontological Relation: relation as indifferent to the subjective 
status of its founding and terminating terms; that whose whole 
being exists and consists in referral between individuals or 
aspects of individuals, whether objective or physical or both)
relatio secundum esse

➔

➔

Diagram: Latin Discussion of Relation after Boethius and Avicenna

How the discussion moved beyond this point will appear in later chapters. But first 
we must mark the “tunnel of darkness” leading — most especially with the elimina-
tion of Boethius, the last among the Latin intellectuals to possess a command of 
the Greek texts in philosophy, through his death by execution — from the breakup 
of the original Roman Empire after Diocletian and Constantine to the indigenous 
development of the Latin philosophy and civilization associated with the much later 
“Roman Empire” irenically (or ironically) termed “Holy”.
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Chapter 5

The five cenTuRies of daRkness, c.525–10251

The closest thing to a truly dark period in the so-called “dark ages” runs from the 
execution of Boethius in ad 524 down to the 11th century “rediscovery” of the Bo-
ethian corpus and the early-to-mid 12th century work of Anselm, Abaelard, and Peter 
Lombard, with some exception made for educational traditions stemming from Char-
lemagne’s 9th century establishment of his “palace school”. During this period what 
was left of ancient Roman educational structures in the Western empire crumbled to 
dust, and the nascent monastery and clerical schools took time to gestate a new edu-
cational blooming.

Yet even this dark tunnel had the vestigial illumination of Neoplatonic influences 
overlapping the Christian i zation of Europe, as we saw in Chapter 3, and which we must 
now further examine here, with special attention to the avid circulation of the writings 
of the supposed companion of St. Paul at the Areopagus but actually Pseudo-Dionysius, 
thanks to the 9th century translations of his forged writings by John Scotus Erigena. 
Nor can we lightly esteem the turn-of-the-century initiatives in education under Char-
lemagne, managed by Alcuin of York,2 even though the course of the 10th century saw 
such cultural turmoil that even “the advances of the Carolingian renaissance were im-
perilled and seemed on the verge of annihilation.”3

The annihilation did not come about, and the combination of Carolingian and 
monastic achievements proved indeed to prepare the way, at the end of the “tunnel”, 
for the taking clear form of “scholasticism”, that marvelously sophisticated method 
for the logical analysis of texts that became the hallmark of higher education and 
university life in the mature centuries of the later Latin Age. The universities took 
their curriculum from the works of Aristotle, and their method from careful commen-
taries thereon pioneered by Albert the Great and Aquinas as his student in matters 
philosophical (and as pointing the way to the further development of reason in the 
distinctively modern sense we have come to know simply as “science” though, as this 
work intends to help make understood, this modern science is ideoscopic knowledge 
which needs to work in tandem with science in the cenoscopic sense such as the me-
dievals brought to its own maturity but without sufficient recognition of the further 
and inevitable demands that ideoscopy makes upon the historical maturation of human 
understanding, leading to that rupture with sanity we call modern philosophy in its 

1 See note 3 in Chapter 4 preceding, p. 82, on interpreting this expression “dark ages”.
2 See Chapter 2 above, p. 40ff.
3 Gilson 1925: 29: “Le xe siècle est une époque de troubles profonds et d’obscurcissement au cours 

de laquelle les résultats ac quis par la renaissance carolingienne sont remis en question et semblent 
même sur le point d’être complètement anéantis.”
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detour down the dead-end Way of Ideas, just as the full opening to the Way of Signs 
was finally uncovered).4

Neoplatonic Influences on the Latin Age
Both through the work of Plotinus himself in contemplating the existence of the 

cosmos, and with Neoplatonism in general as the end of the ancient world, history 
serves up one of her many ironies, delicious to those who have the taste. Here, in what 
to its principal protagonists was the last redoubt of ancient Paganism trying to rally and 
crush the invading and interloping of Christianity on the land of the gods, arose one of 
the permanent and potent influences on the indigenous development of the Latin Age.5

The anomaly of this situation became most concrete in the influence upon the 
Christian apologist Augustine, born fifty years after Porphyry’s death, of the writings 
of the virulently anti-Christian Porphyry. Van Fleteren has captured the conflict in a 
few lines:6

Porphyry, beyond all others, was the great anti-Christian of his time. He made explicit 
what was implicit in the Platonic tradition: the incarnation, God becoming man, was 
impossible since any fall into the material world involves a degeneration in being. It is 
against this background that Augustine theologizes about the incarnation as the way of 
purification for humankind. One of the ironies of Augustine’s thought is that he under-
stood the role of God incarnate in terms of the philosophy of a pagan who explicitly 
denied its possibility.7

Pseudo-Dionysius and Other Unknown Authors of Christian Neoplatonism
There were many authors of the Neoplatonic school who were of great influence in 

the Latin Age.8 Some of the most influential texts were written by persons still unknown. 

4 In this work, this historical rupture, however unnecessary it may have been in abstract theory, is 
the story of Chapter 11, more fully spelled out in Deely 2008.

5 To gain some real idea of the scope of what I here pass off in a sentence, the reader should take 
the time to peruse at leisure the two volumes of Gersh 1986: Middle Platonism and Neoplatonism. The 
Latin Tradition.

6 Van Fleteren 1995: 22, from which I omit without indication only a quotation of Augustine 
which does not affect the point.

7 Worth reflection, in considering the thought of Augustine, is the combined influence upon 
him of Neoplatonism and Manicheanism in their common teaching of material embodiment as 
entanglement with evil. When it came to his treatment of the scriptural account Genesis gives of the 
“fall from grace” suffered by Adam through the manipulations of Satan using Eve as his instrument, it 
is hard to believe that this Neoplatonic/Manichean common teaching concerning evil was not a baneful 
and distortive influence. (The Persian Mani [c.216–276] had managed to claim “prophet” status with 
considerable success, launching as he did the religion called Manicheanism which thrived from the 3rd 
to the 7th century, and finally faded away only as late as the 14th century from its last redoubt in regions 
of southern China. By the end of the 3rd century, Manicheanism had already spread throughout the 
Roman Empire and beyond. Augustine in his early 20s had embraced the Manichean teaching of the 
polarity good vs. evil as contending forces at work in human history, where the spiritual world of light 
is locked in struggle with the material world of darkness, source of evil; and for close to a full decade 
he steeped himself in these ideas of bodily evil, converting to Christianity only in 387 at age 33.) This 
much is certain: Augustine’s forceful placement of the idea of “original sin” as an explanatory factor of 
human behavior, based as it is on a myth wrongly construed as literal and historical truth, needs serious 
rethinking in the light of ideoscopic physical anthropology and psychology in general.

8 See Gersh 1986.
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For example, an author, of whom we know no more today than that he was an Arabic 
writer of the 9th century, composed a work entitled The Book of Causes. This work was 
translated into Latin sometime after 1167 by Gerard of Cremona (c.1114–1187), and 
was wrongly attributed to Aristotle. This work became one of the two main Arabic an-
tecedents to the development of the metaphysics of esse by Thomas Aquinas. We shall 
touch further on this work and its relation to Aquinas in discussing the twofold finale of 
Neoplatonism;9 suffice it for the moment to note that according to Guagliardo, in the 
fifth chapter of his manuscript on the problem of metaphysics in the writings of Aquinas 
(interrupted by the author’s death on August 13, 1995), “what St. Thomas seems to take 
away from The Book of Causes is the ontolog i cal primacy of existence as first act, such 
that existence is what is most intimate to a thing once it has received it, since without 
existence the thing would be nothing.”10

The anonymity of these medieval Neoplatonic authors was not always so innocent, 
however. Sometimes they availed themselves of the common medieval practice which 
we now consider (even if not they then) forgery, whereby a work is sent out under a fa-
mous name assumed by an unknown author in order to make more likely a reception for 
what he has written. An unknown Neoplatonist of probably the late 5th century wrote in 
this way an apocryphal work under the title The Theology of Aristotle, which worked its 
mischief chiefly through being trans lated into Arabic and presented as a genuine work 
of the Stagirite. By this work, Aristotle himself became a Neoplatonist.

The most famous of the Neoplatonic authors unknown in this dubious fashion pre-
sented himself in his manuscripts under the pen-name of “Dionysius the Areopagite”. 
Thanks to the work of Stigl mayr and of Koch at the end of the 19th century and early 
20th,11 we know more today of this author’s provenance than at any previous period. As we 
will see, though his personal identity has still not been determined,12 his intellectual per-
sona (his doctrinal profile, as it were) has turned out to be fundamentally that of the last 
great Neoplatonist, Proclus, thus involving us in a tale whose beginning and end are the 
same work viewed, as we will shortly remark,13 from within two different Lebenswelts.

There is no doubt that the writings of this author have a merit in their own right. 
There is also no doubt that this intrinsic merit is not what explains the extent of their 
success. That is to say, there is no doubt that the writings would in no span of time have 
achieved anything remotely like their authoritative status and widespread influence over 
the medieval development of Greek and Latin Christian theology had it not been for 
the deliberate and detailed — the elaborate — subterfuge under which they were put into 
circulation.14 Frequently abstract and with little basis in sacred scripture beyond the 

9 See p. 118 below, in this chapter.
10 Guagliardo 1995a: An Introduction To the Metaphysics of St. Thomas Aquinas, ms. Chapter 5.
11 Stiglmayr 1895, 1895a, 1900, 1909, 1928; Koch 1900.
12 The best guess so far, that by Stiglmayr 1928, seems to have proven untenable (Lebon 1930), yet 

remains (Pelikan 1987: 13) “tantalizing to ponder” for the further clues it provides toward a solution 
of the mystery, if solved it is ever to be.

13 See the discussion in this chapter of the “double finale” for Neoplatonism in the work of Proclus, 
p. 117 below.

14 “Now anyone who had been converted by a sermon of Saint Paul that has been cited almost
from the beginning [of Christianity] as the justification for doing apologetics as part of the task 
of theology could have been expected to describe in writing the nature of his conversion and the 
meaning of the true relation between Athens and Jerusalem. That he did so in the form of treatises in 
spirituality, rather than of treatises that were explicitly apologetic in methodology and purpose, only 
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falsely claimed identity of the author as given in Acts 17:34,15 once the false identification 
had been unmasked16 there was no escaping the conclusion of Luther17 that the Pseudo-
Dionysius “platonizes more than he Christianizes” and needs to be recognized for a 
pernicious influence on theology.

This pseudony mous author, who has influenced any person who has ever spoken 
the word or considered the notion of “hierarchy”, wrote four principal works, On the 
Celes tial Hierarchy, On the Ecclesiastical Hie rar chy, On the Divine Names, and On Mystical 
Theology; in addition, ten letters stem from his authorship. These works, easily among 
the most influential of all sources drawn upon by authors of the Latin Age, we now know 
were composed between the 5th and 6th centuries, and we now think most probably by a 
Syrian desert monk of the 6th century. Who ever may have been that actual author, it was 
certainly not the long-dead 1st cen tury Denys who was a companion to St. Paul at the 
Athens’ Areopagus (the place in Athens where St. Paul delivered his famous sermon “on 
the unknown God”), as the manuscripts we are discussing purport.

Yet the pious ruse was a spectacular success, first among the Greek Christians, 
then among the Latins.18 Throughout their age, the work of this Pseudo-Dionysius 

helped to confirm his status in the West, as it had in the East. What is surprising,” concludes Pelikan 
(1987: 22), “at least in some ways, is not that some writings were eventually fathered on him, but that 
it took so long.”

Well, perhaps history had to wait first for Proclus, to provide a saddle for Neoplatonic 
philosophizing’s Christian stalking horse! In any event, it remains that “the spirituality of Dionysius 
was accepted in the West because he was believed to carry authority” (ibid.); and the authority he was 
believed to carry, carry he did not. Yet by the time the false belief was exposed, so much authority had 
been invested in the Dionysian writings that this invested authority had become independent of its 
fallacious foundation. It is not just that pseudonymity succeeds if it manages to set down on paper what 
the “right people” will recognize as commonly received truth (ibid.: 23); there is also outright irony 
in the particulars of the case (Pelikan 1987: 21): “the hapless Pope Honorius was hereticized by the 
Third Council of Constantinople in 681, with repercus sions that could still be heard in the debates 
over papal infallibility at the First Council of the Vatican in 1870. But Dionysius was rescued and given 
the position of what we must, somewhat anachronistically, call an ‘apostolic father’.”

See further Froehlich 1987 on the survival of the authority of the Dionysian writings after the 
unmasking of their author’s fraud. One has to wonder if the enduring mystery of the actual individual 
identity of the author has not been a factor in the continued success of the writings as “authoritative”; 
it is as if the fraud, having only been half unmasked, were treated only halfway as forgery.

15 Quoting Acts 17.34 from The New Testament of the Jerusalem Bible: “After that Paul left them, but 
there were some who attached themselves to him and became believers, among them Dionysius the 
Areopagite and a woman called Damaris, and others besides.”

16 For a truly desperate attempt to claim a scriptural basis for the body of Pseudo-Dionysian 
doctrine, see Rolt 1920: 40–44. Far better to observe simply that (ibid. 2) “these works have an added 
interest in the fact that ... neo-Platonism has strong affinities with the ancient philosophies of India”. 
It may be that they find a “scriptural” basis there, in the large sense Griffiths claims (1980: 385), to wit, 
that “Neo-Platonism, as found in Plotinus and later developed by St. Gregory of Nyssa and Dionysius 
the Areopagite, is the nearest equivalent in the West of the Vedantic tradition of Hinduism in the 
East”. But that is not the question that interests philosophy as such in addressing the content of the 
pseudo-Dionysian, or any other, writings, as I had occasion to remark in passing (in Deely 2001: Chap. 
1, p. 12) regarding the Upanishads as functions of the Vedic writings.

17 Luther 1520: 562, lines 8–11: “In ‘Theologia’ vero ‘mystica’ quam sic inflant ignorantissimi 
quidam theologistae, etiam pernitiosissimus est, plus platonisans quam Christianisans, ita ut nollem 
fidelem animum his libris operam dare vel minimam.”

18 Pelikan (1987: 22), basing himself on the work of Stiglmayr (1895), remarks on “the almost 
immediate and almost complete success of the pseudonymity” of the case before us.
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was invested with the authority of St. Paul himself, for19 “it was believed that St. 
Paul, who had communicated his revelations to his disciple in Athens, spoke through 
these writings.”

That the pseudo-Dionysius of the late fifth century came to be reverenced and com-
mented upon by all the major Latin thinkers, then, was no small thing. This particu-
lar forgery, in matters of politics, religion, and theology, substantially molded the very 
shape of the Latin Age as an epoch of human civilization. Not till a thousand or more 
books were already written and the Latin centuries had reached the middle of the 15th 
cen tury did it come to light that the authority of this Dionysius falsely so called was a 
theft, his name a forgery.20 By the time the fraud21 was unmasked, in short, the influence 
had become so extensive as to be irreversible. The pattern of thought from the writings 
of Pseudo-Dionysius and development thereof in a host of commentaries had been wo-
ven into the larger fabric of the whole Latin Age.

Were it not for this piously anonymous author, we could otherwise well not have the 
magnificent tract on the choirs of angels which Aquinas devel ops at length in the Prima 

19 This is the trenchant summary of Stiglmayr 1909: 17, from the more fulsome account in 
Stiglmayr 1900.

20 The main hero of this tale was the Renaissance Italian humanist Lorenzo Valla (1406–1457), 
whom we had occasion to mention in passing in Chapter 2 above, p. 47. More recent scholars try 
to put on a par with him in this matter Nicolas Cusanus (1401–1464), an effort on which I have no 
comment. Rolt (1920: 1–2) advises that “the pious fraud by which he [the pseudo-Denys] fathered 
them [his writings] upon the Areopagite need not be branded with the harsh name of ‘forgery’, for 
such a practice was in his day permitted and even considered laudable”. Well. I think more on the lines 
of the authors cited in the first paragraph of the following footnote, and of Pelikan in particular cited 
near the end of the second paragraph.

21 “Fraud”: Dodds (1963: xxvii) glosses this use of the term à propos of the pseudo-Dionysian 
writing as follows: “It is for some reason customary to use a kinder term; but it is quite clear that 
the deception was deliberate.” Deliberate, and elaborate, as Stiglmayr (1909: 13–14) trenchantly 
summarized: “it is plainly for the purpose of deceiving that he tells of having observed the solar eclipse 
at Christ’s Crucifixion and of having, with Hierotheus, the Apostles (Peter and James), and other 
hierarchs, looked upon “the Life-Begetting, God-Receiving body, i.e., of the Blessed Virgin”. The 
former of these accounts is based on Matthew 27.45 and Mark 15.33; the latter refers to apocryphal 
descriptions of the ‘Dormitio Mariae’. For the same purpose, i.e., to create the impression that the 
author belonged to the times of the Apostles and that he was identical with the Areopagite mentioned 
in the Acts, different persons, such as John the Evangelist, Paul, Timothy, Titus, Justus, and Carpus, 
with whom he is supposed to be on intimate terms, figure in his writings.” And Stiglmayr cites yet 
further indications (ibid., 15) of “fictions pure and simple, designed to strengthen the belief in the 
genuineness” of the forged writings.

Respect for the authors and the religious and theological development involved no doubt 
mandates the custom of using “kinder terms” than fraud and forgery; and some would argue 
forcefully that to speak of “fraud” and “forgery” in these matters is anachronistic. When it comes 
to pious matters of the early Latin centuries, many would argue for a generalization of Davenport’s 
point (1916: 66) regarding the work of Pseudo-Isidore: “It was rather what we mean by legend than 
what we mean by forgery”. There is merit in such reasoning, but in the end, I think, not much; and 
the polemics such reasoning leads to, the stories it justifies, suggest strongly that the refusal to apply 
the categories of fraud and forgery in these matters is misguided. When piety and fraud go hand-
in-hand the piety does not lessen but augments the fraud, as drunkenness augments responsibility. 
I agree with the observation of Pelikan (1987: 11) that “it would seem more difficult than current 
conventional wisdom among theologians suggests to tell the difference between the ‘pious fraud’ 
of pseudonymity and just plain forgery.” In outlining the “geography” of the Latin Age, we have 
already had to touch on this matter: See Chapter 2 above, “The Role of Mythology in the Shaping 
of the Latin Age”, p. 37ff.



110 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

Pars, the “First Part”, of his Summa Theologiae,22 begun in 1266; for it was Pseudo-
Dionysius who first informed us, or pre tended to inform us (on a virtually “apostolic” 
authority believed to be such through most of the Lat in Age), of the functions, names, 
and hierarchical arrangement of angels into three classes of nine “choirs”: the Seraphim, 
Cherubim, and Thrones (who attend exclusively to divine worship); the Dom i na tions, 
Powers, and Virtues (who tend to the general governance of the universe); the Princi-
palities, Arch angels, and Angels (who have as their particular task attendance to specifi-
cally human affairs in the providence of God). We have Pseudo-Dionysius also to thank 
for many of the medieval ideas of eccle siastical hierarchy, which the unknown author 
claimed as mirroring or miming the celestial hierarchy.

It is a rich field for historians and for theologians with an historical sense to mine, 
though few so far have truly shown heart for the task. Neither the theologians nor the 
ecclesiastical authorities are yet likely to welcome a decon struc tive enterprise on the 
scale required to map and analyze the Pseudo-Dionysian effects wrought in Christian 
and civil consciousness between the appearance of these works late in the 5th century and 
their 15th century exposure as apocryphal legends.23 The problem is not one of motive, 
but of a task whose scale must intimidate the best-intentioned, and one for the execution 
of which not all the necessary tools are yet to hand. The roots of the problem go back 
to the beginning of the loss of Greek as a language of learning for the early medieval 
European peoples, whence grows the rhizomic influence of pagan neoplatonism within 
Christian religious thinking:24

Since few Western readers were able or courageous enough to examine Dionysius in the 
original Greek, most of them sought the help of translations, paraphrases, comments, 
and commentaries that gradually constituted the Latin Dionysian corpus. At each stage 
a stratum of interpretation was added, which then influenced the next layer. Thus the 
influence of the medieval Dionysius cannot be appreciated from the Greek text and a 
modern translation, but only from these Latin translations and aids. Since many of them 
are not yet carefully edited or widely available,25 the full picture of Dionysian influence 
requires much work.

So the pseudo-Dionysian effects stay at play today and tomorrow as part of the 
heritage of the cultural un conscious and archetypes peculiar especially to the post-Latin 
civilizations (but also to what lingers of the Byzantium of Constantinople in the Greek 
and Slavic peoples as “Orthodox Christianity”), both that of Europe itself and of those 
in fluenced significantly by Europe, which means (more and more each passing day) the 
globe of “Mother Earth”. It is an amazing heritage. Indeed, Bede Griffiths, as we noted 
above,26 recognizing that “Hindu tradition is not a philoso phy but a theology”, ventures 

22 Aquinas c.1266: Summa theologiae, First Part, Questions 50–64 (which consider the being, life 
and knowledge of angels); and Questions 106–114 (which consider the action of angels upon the 
material world of human experience). The most illuminating commentary on this aspect of Aquinas’ 
thought is Poinsot 1643a, analyzed in terms of the question of awareness and communication among 
angels as “pure spirits” in Deely 2004b. See the passing discussions in Chapter 8 of the present work, 
esp. p. 251 and note 244. 

23 Which does not mean the task should not somehow be eventually undertaken: see note 79 in 
Chapter 10, p. 372 below.

24 Rorem 1993: 237.
25 See the work of Chevalier 1937–1950.
26 Griffiths 1980: 386 and 385, respectively. See the remarks above in note 15 of this chapter.
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the view that “Neo-platonism, as found in Plotinus and later developed by St. Gregory 
of Nyssa [c.331–c.396] and Dionysius the Areopagite, is the nearest equivalent in the 
West to the Vedantic tradition of Hinduism in the East”. It also appears as the most 
egregious surviving case from ancient times of the hypostatization of noumenal con-
structs (dismissed from philosophy by Kant as illegitimate expansions on the house of 
experience27), as we will shortly see in discussing the finale of pagan Neoplatonism and 
the ques tion of the source from which the Pseudo-Dionysius seems principally to have 
forged his Christian imposture.

John Scotus Erigena28 (c.810–c.877ad)
The writings of the Pseudo-Dionysius indirectly created — or at least brought to 

our attention — the only star in the night of Irish philosophy, “a man whose existence 
casts doubt upon the advisability of retaining the phrase ‘Dark Ages’ even for the ninth 
century”.29 Jean Potter describes Scotus Erigena30 as “the most powerful philosophical 
intellect in Western Europe from the time of Au gus tine to that of Anselm”, a judgment 
with which I would not disagree. Yet it was by the trans lation he made of Pseudo-
Dionysius, rather than by his own original work, that he most significantly contrib uted 
to the Latin Age.

In 824 the Byzantine Emperor Michael the Stammerer had sent to Louis the Pious 
(778–840ad), one of Charlemagne’s successors (in 814) as a re newed Roman Emperor,31 
a Greek manuscript of The Celestial Hierarchy. Louis turned this manuscript over to the 
monastery of St. Denis, where, as in most places through out Europe of that time,32 few 
indeed could read Greek competently. A translation had been attempted about 838 at 
the hand Hilduin (c.775–855), abbot of St. Denis from 815 and cousin of Louis the 
Pious. But Hilduin’s translation was (by the standard of intelligibility) a thoroughly un-
satisfactory job.

When, around 845, in Ireland, John Scotus Erigena (c.810–877ad) accepted an in-
vitation to come to the Continent to teach in the celebrated Palace School founded by 
Char lemagne, he also accepted the request of Charles the Bald (823–877, son of Louis the 
Pious by his second wife, Judith, and King of France and the Spanish March33 since 843) 

27 Cf. Kant 1783, as touched on in Deely 2001: Chap. 13, p. 559 note 29.
28 The name is often spelled “Eriugena”, a version that is more correct in the sense that the 

“u” preserves the genitive “of Ire land”: John the Scot, born in Ireland; but it makes for a clumsy 
pronunciation in English today.

29 Durant 1950: 476. Apparently Durant was unaware that the expression “dark ages” originally 
designated the pre-Christian era in its entirety, but especially the zeniths of Greece and Rome. As 
we had occasion to remark above (p. 82 note 3 in Chapter 4) The expression was only reversed in the 
early Renaissance, when Greece and Rome came to be revered as the paradigms of civilization and 
learning, in contrast with the early Christian centuries when the Greco-Roman civilization in what 
became “Europe” collapsed along with its educational institutions. See Part II, Chapter 6, p. for fuller 
discussion of this point.

30 Potter 1976: ix.
31 See Chapter 3, p. 40ff.
32 For a scholarly study of the actual state of knowledge of Greek in the Latin West of the time, see 

the studies gathered in Herren and Brown, Eds. 1988.
33 Charlemagne (742–814), to secure his realm from Spanish invasion, in 795 created along the 

Spanish border a “march”, i.e., a defensive zone militarily organized. Frankish conquests in the 790s 
and early 800s enabled the establishment of such a region between the Pyrénées and the Ebro, with 
Barcelona its capital. This “Marca Hispanica” (origin of the area later to be known as Catalonia) 
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to translate this manuscript. For almost alone in those Latin regions could Scotus Erigena 
actually read Greek.34 The translation, completed by 862ad, introduced into the heart 
of the Latin Age a quasi-official Christian theology paint ing the quasi-Plotinian picture 
of a universe emanating out of God, passing through diminishing degrees and stages of 
perfection, and slowly returning by similar stages and degrees back to the deity. Revisions 
and alternative translations would soon enough appear; but Scotus Erigena provided the 
beginning of the Latin rebirth of Proclus in particular and Neoplatonic philosophy in 
general via this manuscript of the Pseudo-Dionysius as, in effect, a stalking-horse.

This Neoplatonic idea of the going forth of things from God and the return of 
things to God through the Savior became the structure for the three parts of the Summa 
Theologiae of Thomas Aquinas. But before that, and in a more literal transposition, it 
became the central idea of Scotus Erigena’s own masterpiece of 867ad, “On the Divi-
sion of Nature” or De Divisione Naturae. But this familiar Latin title of the work was 
never used by Erigena himself, who always called it rather Periphyseon; and Jeauneau35 
goes so far as to cite the familiar Latin title as one “ill-chosen”, in view of the fact that 
the reunification of nature with the divine is a theme of equal importance with that of 
its divisions in the finite order. Nonetheless, the familiar Latin title derives from the fact 
that Erigena’s main distinction in this work was fourfold: na ture which creates and is not 
created (God as source of all things), nature which is both created and creates (God’s 
self-manifestation in creative ideas), nature which is created but does not create (the in-
telligible and sensible worlds), and nature which is neither created nor creates (all things 
as returned to God at the end of time). This work of Erigena’s can be viewed as a valiant 
but futile effort in the short run (to judge by the “Greek Church/Latin Church” schism 
of 1054ad, by comparison to which the “Protestant Reformation” begun by Luther in 
1517 was but a sub-species) to overcome the increasing divergence of thought between 
the Greek East and the Latin West. But this is a story whose conclusion remains to be 
written, and serious studies today36 raise a suspicion that the importance of Erigena’s 
work may well pertain more to some postmodern future than to its Greco-Latin past.

For Scotus Erigena’s own presentation at its time ran into heavy weather. In 865 
Pope Nicholas I demand ed of Roman Emperor Charles the Bald that he either send 
Scotus Erigena to Rome for trial of heresy, or at least dismiss him from the Palace 
School so that “he may no longer” give “poison to those who seek for bread.”37 In the 
13th century his book was condemned by the Coun cil of Sens (1225). Pope Honorius 
III, who in that same year described Scotus Erigena’s book as “swarming with worms of 

belonged originally to the kingdom of Aquitaine, which in 781 Charlemagne had assigned to his son 
Louis the Pious.

34 One of the curiosities of history: the schools maintained by the Church in Ireland continued 
the study of Greek long after the knowledge of that language had become virtually extinct in the 
rest of Western Europe. Both Alcuin and John Scotus Erigena had studied in Irish monasteries and 
we can only guess that it would be from there that Erigena brought the Greek that made him the 
marvel of the French court and imperial Palace School — and that gave to medieval Christendom the 
Pseudo-Dionysius. On this obscure subject, as McCormick (1994: 15–16) remarks, “the best efforts of 
accomplished historians” (see ibid. 35n3) “have turned up only a few, fugitive traces”. Jeauneau 1979 
gives an idea of the tools Erigena needed in order to do his translation.

35 Jeauneau 1996: X. See Uhlfelder under Scotus Erigena c.867 in References p. 462.
36 See the essays in McGinn and Otten, Eds. 1994. The collection by Martin and Richmond Eds. 

1991, though not as unified as their title, From Augustine to Eriugena, might seem to suggest, well 
repays reading.

37 As reported in Guizot 1832: II, 388.
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heretical perversity”, ordered that all copies should be burned. (In 1277 Thomas Aqui-
nas too was condemned; hardly a figure of significance in the period does not run into 
trouble on this score.)

There is a tale, alleged by William of Malmesbury (c.1095/6–1143), that Scotus 
Erigena, “a man of clear understanding and amazing eloquence”, went to England in 
his later years, and there, at a mon a stery school, was stabbed to death with the iron pens 
of his students:38

He had long since, from the continued tumult of war around him, retired into France 
to Charles the Bald, at whose request he had translated the Hierarchia of Dionysius 
the Areopagite, word for word, out of the Greek into Latin. He composed a book also, 
which he entitled peri fuvsewn merismou`, or Of the Division of Nature, extremely use-
ful in solving the perplexity of certain indispensable inquiries, if he be pardoned for 
some things in which he deviated from the opinions of the Latins, through too close 
attention to the Greeks. In after time, allured by the munificence of Alfred, he came 
into England, and at our monastery, as report says, was pierced with the iron styles of 
the boys whom he was instructing, and was even looked upon as a martyr; which phrase 
I have not made use of to the disparagement of his holy spirit, as though it were a matter 
of doubt, especially as his tomb on the left side of the altar, and the verses of his epitaph, 
record his fame.

The tale is rendered less credible by want of a motive. Whatever would provoke school-
boys to an attack so vicious? To what noble cause would it make the teacher a martyr? 
Perhaps Erigena tried to impose on his students his singular view that “no one enters 
heaven except through philosophy”, an effort that could, even today, inspire undergrad-
uates to murder.39 Martyr to philosophy or not, what is certain is that Scotus Erigena 
died around 877ad, and that his name and work have be come immortal in the annals of 
Neoplatonism.

Scotus Erigena, Natura Naturans, and Natura Naturata
Potter40 considers it “inconceivable that a work of such intellectual power” as that 

of Erigena, “however alien to the main stream of Latin Christian thought, should have 
been completely ignored”. Yet the fact remains that all scholarly efforts to show a direct 
impact of Erigena’s thought have failed when it comes to the specifics of the influence. 
Marenbon41 concedes that “there is no convincing evidence that any of the outstand-
ing think ers” of the 12th century, “such as Abaelard, William of Conches or Gilbert 
of Poitiers, were influenced by John’s work”. At the same time, Marenbon rightly in-
sists that the 9th and 10th century “multiplication of manuscripts” Concerning Nature’s 

38 The tale is reported in Malmesbury i.1135–40: Book ii, cap. 4, using the Giles trans. of 1847, 
p. 119; to which I have compared the Latin text of the Stubbs ed. of 1887, Vol. I, pp. 131–132, where 
the murder is described as follows: “... apud monasterium nostrum a pueris quos docebat grafiis ut 
fertur, perforatus, etiam martyr aestimatus est ...”. Trithemius (a.1516: 99a), puzzled as to the motive, 
comments simply: “Transpercé en effet de poinçons, je ne sais à l’instigation de qui, par les enfants qu’il 
instruisait, il brilla après sa mort par de nombreaux miracles.”

39  The singular view on the necessity of philosophy as key to heaven’s door is taken from Scotus 
Erigena a.860: 64 (57, 15): “Nemo intrat in celum nisi per philosophiam”. Suggestion of this view 
as motive for the stabbing is pure abduction. For a fully sober treatment of the tale as legend, see 
Cappuyns 1933: 252–269, esp. 256–60.

40 Potter 1976: xxiii.
41 Marenbon 1983: 71–73, “The influence of Eriugena”.
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Divisions together with the appearance of excerpts from this work in various florilegia 
(the collections of quotations expressing dogmatic or ascetical views in concise form, 
popular throughout the “dark ages”) is “ample evidence” of an influence of the work in 
Erigena’s own day. Yet even Marenbon is able specifically to cite only Heiric of Auxerre 
(ad841–c.876) as “certainly” a disciple of Erigena, while vaguely acknowledging that 
“most” (not to say “all”) of the other presumed followers “remain anonymous”. For the 
rest, Marenbon relies for his case of “influence” on “glosses written in the margins of 
textbooks” (i.e., manuscripts used in the monastery schools of the day), while conceding 
that “it is not usually possible to be sure that a particular thinker composed glosses to a 
particular work and, if he did, to know which of the annotations in the various surviving 
manuscripts best represent his teaching”.

Potter therefore suggests42 that what we need to do is trace the “oblique influence” 
of Concerning Nature’s Divisions “on scholastic metaphysics and mystical theology”; yet 
such a strategy is all too likely to go far afield, as most commonly happens when wish 
guides the thinking.

I think the closest thing to such an “oblique influence” would be found rather were 
we to collapse Scotus Erigena’s fourfold division of nature into the twofold division 
between natura naturans or “nature naturing” (nature as dynamic process, which would 
cover the first two of Scotus Erigena’s divisions of nature) and natura naturata or “nature 
natured” (the various products or creatures of nature’s fecundity, which would cover 
Scotus Erigena’s second two divisions). This twofold division came into use in the Latin 
world around the turn of the 13th century, but was widely bandied about thereafter down 
to the end of the Latin Age, especially on the margins (inasmuch as the defining figures 
of the Latin mainstream more eschew than espouse the terminology when they give it 
mention),43 down to the end of the Latin Age.44

Whence did this twofold distinction, so intriguingly parallel in central thrust to Sco-
tus Erigena’s fourfold division of nature, arise? Could it have been a simplification intend-
ed to express the thought of Scotus Erigena? There is no evidence to support such a prima 
facie plausible conjecture. The claim, cautiously and indirectly established by Siebeck,45 
that the distinction was intro duced into the Latin world by translations of Averroes’ work 
has come to be more commonly and carelessly reported.46 What has to be stressed in the 

42 Ibid. xxiii–xxiv.
43 See the survey of the broad occurrence of the terminology throughout Latin Europe from the 

13th to the 17th century given by Weijers 1978.
44 Even then, in the 17th century, the terminology takes on a new life within modern philosophy 

when Spinoza adopts and transmogrifies it as a formula for the pantheism distinctive of his own 
philoso phy.

45 Siebeck 1890: esp. 377.
46 For example, in Grossman’s “Introduction” (1981: 14–15) to the text of Dobroiubov’s 1895 

Russian poem, Natura Natu r ans. Natura Naturata: “The terms natura naturans and natura naturata 
were commonly used in the literature of natural philosophy from Aver roes on, and notably in the 
work of Giordano Bruno (c.1548–1600) and Nicholas of Cusa (1401–1464). The ongoing discussion 
centered on the relation of God to the world, to nature. For Spinoza, God is the world-essence, the 
natura naturans. But existing in individual things God is also the natura naturata.” Yet see how careless 
the “standard report” has here become! Grossman, perhaps following Windelband (1910: 344) tells 
us that the term occurs “notably” in Bruno and Cusa; yet in fact, one who examined the actual texts 
(Lucks 1935: 21) found that “Giordano Bruno does use the term, but only in passing”, while “as for 
Nicolaus Cusanus: a diligent search through his Docta ignorantia, especially where he treats of the 
names for nature and God, failed to reveal the use of the term by this author.”
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situation of our present knowledge is that the dis tinc tion seems to have been introduced 
not by Averroes himself, but by the translators into Latin of the Commentary of Averroes 
on the Physics of Aristotle, which would make the terminology to be of specifically Latin 
origin dating from the early 1200s.47 And this introduction of the terminology, within 
about three decades of the death of Averroes, was not direct and complete but partial: 
the translator uses the expression “natura naturata” and introduces into Latin the verb 
“naturare” under the form “naturatur” as a rendering of Aristotle’s expression “fuvetai”.48 
Given the verb form, the formation of the present participle form naturans to contrast 
with the past participle naturata becomes an inevitable natural language formation.49

This apparent first appearance of the verb form presupposed in the natura naturans/
natura naturata distinction has been labeled by Lucks50 as “a rather cosmopolitan effect”. 
The appro pri ate ness of the remark is apparent from Renan’s description of the context 
of the terminology’s original dissemination:51 “the circu lated editions of Averroes’ writ-
ings present only a Latin translation of a Hebraic translation of a commentary made on 
an Arabic translation of a Syriac translation of a Greek text”! Yet “naturare” itself as a 
new Latin verb, at least in the translation of Averroes’ Commentary on Aristotle’s Physics,52 
correlates directly with Aristotle’s Greek.

If the terminology is, let us say, Averroistic, at least as a product of Latin Averroism, 
even though not from Averroes himself, we need yet to consider whether, despite oc-
curring in a period of renewed interest — at Paris, for instance — in the work of Scotus 
Erigena, it was not arrived at fully indepen dent ly of Scotus Erigena’s homologous but 
fourfold division. Though the story of the Latin translation of Arabic commentaries 
on Aristotle and other Arabic medical and “scientific” writings is a tangled one with 
many threads yet to be unraveled, the prospect of finding a major influence of Eri-
gena among the commentators is not immediately promising. Lynn Thorndike’s biog-
raphy53 of Michael Scot (?–c.1235), “the leading intellectual in western Europe during 
the first third of the thirteenth century”54 and a chief one among those responsible for 

47 The text cited by Siebeck 1890: 374, and by Lucks 1935: 14 following him, is from Averroes, 
Comment. ad Aristotl. Phys., II, 1, 11: “Necesse enim est, ut initium medicinandi sit ex medicina et non 
inducit ad medicinam, et non est talis dispositio naturae apud naturam; sed naturatum ab aliquo ad 
aliquid venit, et naturatur aliquid; ipsum igitur naturari aliquid non est aliud ex quo incipit sed illud ad 
quod venit.... Hoc igitur nomen natura derivatur a nomine eius quod advenit sive quum dicimus ipsum 
esse naturatum; et hoc intendebat quum dixit: ‘sed naturatum’ etc., i.e., sed naturatum ab illo a quo 
generatur ad aliquid venit, et dicitur ipsum naturari aliquid.”

48 Lucks 1935: 14–15: “...note that the verb naturare is used by the translator. Important too is 
the observation that just as the word, fuvsi~, is translated literally, natura, so the form fuovmenon, is 
rendered naturatum, and fuvetai, naturatur.”

49 Weijers (1978: 71) notes that “It may be that Michael Scot [fl.1200] created the active form natura 
naturans. At least, one first finds the expression within his Liber introductorius (in a context relative to 
the hope of engendering and to the power of God to modify natural infertility): cum Deus sit natura 
naturans et ideo superet naturam naturatam [‘since God is nature naturing and therefore overcomes 
nature natured’].”

50 Lucks 1935: 14.
51 Renan 1882: 52.
52 Lucks notes (1935: 15) that “the same verb, naturare,” appears also in a section of the Latin 

translation of the Commentary by Averroes on Aristotle’s De Coelo, where the section of Aristotle’s text 
commented upon “does not contain the Greek verb fuvesqai”.

53 Thorndike 1965.
54 Ibid. 1.
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introducing works of Avicenna and Averroes to the Latin world, makes no mention of 
Scotus Erigena. Yet what medieval detective work in this area might uncover is a ques-
tion too specialized for our further pursuit here since, in any case, it is this two fold 
division of Latin Averroism, rather than Scotus Erigena’s fourfold division of nature, 
that has resonated over the later Latin centuries (from the 13th to the 17th), whence it 
has migrated to the present day, appearing most recently as the centerpiece in Robert 
Corring ton’s semiotic cosmology.55

The structural isomorph ism between the putatively Averroistic distinction which 
did as such influ ence the Latin Age and Scotus Erig e na’s four fold distinction which seems 
not as such to have influenced the Latin Age may provide some ground for a structural 
analysis mirroring something of Scotus Erigena’s thought in lines of actual influence. 
Yet such an approach, structural in the sense which contrasts with diachrony, could still 
not properly be called even an oblique influence.

In the absence of quite new evidence, we must reconcile our selves to maintaining 
as probable historical fact the very situation which Potter finds incon ceivable, namely, 
that the Latin mainstream development practically ignored the work Scotus Erigena 
authored while devouring the work he translated of Pseudo-Dionysius. History is not 
always kind to what perhaps should have been. But then again, as we noted above, it 
may be a history yet to be written that will reveal the true import of Erigena’s early 
attempt to integrate within a higher theological synthesis the Greek and Latin reli-
gious development.

The Finale of Pagan Neoplatonism
We jump (or jump back) to Proclus (410–485ad), the last known author of influence 

and repute in the school of Greek Neoplatonism. We pass over much pagan tradition 
between, notably Iamblichus (c.250–c.330); but there are no end of tempting byways, 
where here we are trying to cut a new main road, no more and no less. So we come to 
the author of a work titled the Elements of Theology, the one systematic exposition of a 
Neoplatonic metaphysics that has survived to our day. The work has an importance 
second only to the Enneads of Plotinus, though even Proclus’ modern editor56 concedes 
that the Enneads “stand on an incomparably higher philosophical level”.

Proclus (410–485ad) and Pagan Theology
The title of Proclus’s work proclaimed it as a “theology”; but it fulfilled that title in 

a twofold sense.
The first sense in which the work is a theology is a more or less idiosyncratic one:57 

for Proclus, the text we have from Plato is an inspired text, a sacra scriptura,58 the given 
which it is our task only to interpret, not to question. The second and more interesting 
sense in which it is a theology is what gives the work its enduring interest as a classic 
of neoplatonism, namely, its attempt to exhibit all the forms of true being as necessary 
consequences deriving in conformity with laws of succession from a single ajrchv or prin-
ciple, the One beyond being and nonbeing. Dodds puts the matter well. The value of 
Proclus is perhaps less that of a creative mind than that of one who systematizes the ideal 

55 Corrington 1994.
56 Dodds 1963: ix.
57 See the discussion in Dodds 1963: xii–xiii.
58 In the “renaissance”, incredibly, Marsilio Ficino would revive this claim: see Gay 1967: I, 272.
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Plotinus set forth of one compre hensive philosophy gathering into itself all the wisdom 
to be found in the ancient world. At least that is how Dodds, the late modern editor of 
Proclus’ main text, sees it:59

The body of thought whose structure is anatomized for us in the Elements of Theology is 
not the creation of one individual or of one age; it represents the last result of a specu-
lative movement extending over some five centuries. If we look at this movement as a 
whole we can see that its direction is throughout determined mainly by two impulses, 
one theoretical and the other practical or religious. On the theoretical side it reflects the 
desire to create a single Hellenic philosophy which should supersede the jarring warfare 
of the sects by incorporating with the Platonic tradition all that was best in Aristotle, 
in Pythagoreanism and in the teaching of the Porch. On the practical side we can best 
understand it as a series of attempts to meet the supreme religious need of the later Hel-
lenistic period by somehow bridging the gulf between God and the soul; to construct, 
that is to say, within the framework of traditional Greek rationalism a scheme of salva-
tion capable of comparison and rivalry with those offered by the mystery religions.

The Double Finale of Proclus: Pagan Death, Christian Resurrection
Through the work of Proclus, Greek Neoplatonism meets a double finale. On the 

side of its defense of pag anism and attempt to give a pagan “rationale of salvation”, the 
project failed and Proclus and his brethren sank into obscurity. But it now appears that 
“the unknown eccentric”, as Dodds calls him,60 that “most mys terious of eastern Fa-
thers”, as McGinn calls him,61 the “genial forger”, as Torrell calls him,62 whom we have 
come to know as the Pseudo-Dionysius, arrived at his project by dressing up precisely 
the work of Proclus in Christian guise and passing it off as the spiritual and conceptual 
scheme of Paul’s 1st century convert and com pan ion. Dodds summarizes the work of Sti-
glmayr and Koch as having shown that Pseudo-Dionysius reprod uced “with a minimum 
Christian disguise the whole structure of Athenian Neoplatonism”, took over “practic-
ally the whole of its technical terminology”, and “followed Proclus slavishly in many of 
the details of his doctrine”.63

When, in 11th century Byzantium, there was a renaissance of Platonism, Proclus was 
thought by some to be a pagan imitator of the Christian (pseudo) Dionysius! It will be 
in the Latin world to which we are about to turn, however, that the second finale, the 
Christian rebirth for Proclus and Neoplatonism, will be especially achieved.64 The work 

59 Dodds 1963: xviii.
60 Ibid.: xxvi.
61 McGinn 1994: 8.
62 Torrell 1996: 127.
63 Dodds 1963: xxvii–xxviii. Osborn (1967: 510) puts it this way: “No other early Christian writer 

was so clearly influenced by a particular philosopher” as was Pseudo-Dionysius by Proclus.
64 Pelikan (1987: 24) avers that if it be true that “Dionysian spirituality and speculation may have 

been more influential in the West than in the East”, that is “not primarily because of any disaffection 
toward it in the East, but because of the plethora of other works” — he mentions Origen and Gregory 
of Nyssa in particular — “embodying it”, that is to say, embodying the Neopla tonic outlook and 
synthesis. Of course, this is to say little more than that the intellectual climate of Christian Byzantium, 
to the extent it became philosophical at all, was always dominated by Platonism rather than by 
Aristotelianism (cf. Cavarnos 1989), which comes close to saying that it underwent no substantial 
philosophical development properly so called, but constantly hearkened back to an older time when the 
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of Augustine and Pseudo-Dionysius had succeeded in making Neoplatonic thought at 
home among the Latins. When, in 1268, William of Moerbeke produced a Latin trans-
lation of the Elements of Theology, it was his colleague and friend Thomas Aquinas who 
was the first unequivocally to recognize that another work, The Book of Causes, attributed 
at the time to Aristotle, in fact had been authored by some Arab philosopher on the basis 
of the Elements by Proclus.

Having realized the true provenance of The Book of Causes, Aquinas deemed it 
important enough that he took the time in the busiest part of his life to write a com-
mentary thereon; and, Guagliardo notes,65 “since neither Proclus nor the author of the 
Book of Causes is a Christian”, Aquinas “employs the writings of Pseudo-Dionysius” 
(whom he, of course, called beatus Dionysius,66 the “Blessed Dionysius”) to guide his 
evaluation of the works. So Proclus made the Pseudo-Dionysius possible, and Pseudo-
Dionysius, in return, prepared a way for Proclus to live beyond and outside the pagan-
ism he preferred. If there be ironies in history, this surely must count among those 
most notable. McGinn67 is practicing the art of understatement when he says that 
“Latin theology would have looked different in ways we probably cannot conceive 
without these writings”.

Dying and behold we live. But death was the first and more immediate finale for 
pagan Neopla ton ism; for while Proclus was conquering Europe in the guise of an early 
Christian more successfully than under his Aristotelian mask, in his own person not even 
his claimed communion with supernatural beings by fasting and purification68 was able 
to save his philosophy and the school that gave it an institutional home. When, in 529, 
the Emperor Justinian, by closing the Athenian academies, inadvertently sym bol ized 
the coming sterility in philosophy of the empire Diocletian had displaced from Rome, 
the Academy was solidly in Neoplatonic hands. And those hands were not Christian.

Let Gibbon, who provided the epigraph to our treatment of Neoplatonism in Chap-
ter 3,69 provide now an epitaph in this Chapter 5 for its pagan finale. This is an epitaph 
not on the work of any one author, but on Neoplaton ism as an intellectual movement 
at the end of and as it belonged to pagan antiquity (for, as we have seen, besides this 
“pagan finale” there is also a “Christian rebirth” through the pseudo-Dionysius, thanks 
to which the foisted influence entered indelibly into the substance of the medieval intel-
lectual and religious development). Here is Gibbon’s description of the final situation 
of the pagan branch of Neoplatonism as a philosophical movement or development of 
Plato’s school:70

obligations of the intellect to the finite being of what constitutes the physical surroundings remained 
shrouded in imagination and cultic practice. Semioethics would find no purchase in Platonism!

65 Guagliardo 1995b: xii.
66 Aquinas c.1265–1267: In Dionysii de divinis nominibus, opening line (Busa 4 p. 542).
67 McGinn 1994: 10.
68 As reported in Bury 1923: I, 377. See further in Dodds 1963: xxv–xxvi. Of Proclus too could be 

said what Inge said (1934: iv) of Plotinus: “many who are not interested in philosophy will be stirred by 
the devotional earnestness of this pagan saint. But the value of his message to the world stands or falls 
with the truth of his conviction that thought and devotion, faith and reason, ra tionality and mysticism, 
are not enemies but allies. It is a tremendous act of faith; ... and many who are troubled by the decay of 
the old ‘evidences’ for the truth of religious dogma will perhaps feel that here they may find a resting-
place above the high water mark.”

69 Gibbon 1777: 423–4, cited pp. 55–56 above.
70 Gibbon 1788: 282–283.
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The surviving sect of Platonists, whom Plato would have blushed to acknowledge, ex-
travagantly mingled a sublime theory with the practice of superstition and magic; and, as 
they remained alone in the midst of the Christian world, they indulged a secret rancour 
against the government of the church and state, whose severity was still suspended over 
their heads. About a century after the reign of Julian, Proclus was permitted to teach in 
the philosophic chair of the academy, and such was his industry that he frequently, in 
the same day, pronounced five lessons and composed seven hundred lines. His sagacious 
mind explored the deepest questions of morals and metaphysics, and he ventured to 
urge eighteen arguments against the Christian doctrine of the creation of the world. But 
in the intervals of study he personally conversed with Pan, Aesculapius, and Minerva, in 
whose mysteries he was secretly initiated, and whose prostrate statues71 he adored; in the 
devout persuasion that the philosopher, who is a citizen of the universe, should be the 
priest of its various deities. An eclipse of the sun announced his approaching end; and 
his life, with that of his scholar Isidore, compiled by two of their most learned disciples, 
exhibits a deplorable picture of the second childhood of human reason. Yet the golden 
chain, as it was fondly styled, of the Platonic succession, continued forty-four years from 
the death of Proclus to the edict of Justinian [529ad],72 which imposed a perpetual si-
lence on the schools of Athens, and excited the grief and indignation of the few remain-
ing votaries of Grecian science and superstition.

71 “prostrate statues”: that is, the statues of Pagan gods pulled down by order of the Christian 
emperors.

72 “For such a famous decree,” Hannam remarks (2009a), “Justinian’s edict that closed the schools 
in 529ad is surprisingly hard to get hold of. It is in the rarely published Codex of his laws. Eventually, I 
tracked it down to the British Library and also found a translation from the original Greek into Latin. 
Here’s my own rendering into English:

We wish to widen the law once made by us and by our father of blessed memory against all remaining 
heresies (we call heresies those faiths which hold and believe things otherwise than the catholic and 
apostolic orthodox church), so that it ought to apply not only to them but also to Samaritans [Jews] 
and pagans. Thus, since they have had such an ill effect, they should have no influence nor enjoy any 
dignity, nor acting as teachers of any subjects, should they drag the minds of the simple to their errors 
and, in this way, turn the more ignorant of them against the pure and true orthodox faith; so we permit 
only those who are of the orthodox faith to teach and accept a public stipend.

“There are two things to note about this. Firstly, it is aimed at Jews and heretics as well as pagans. 
Secondly, it makes no mention of Athens or any other particular school. The prohibition against 
teaching is general.

“The decree is mentioned by the late sixth century Syrian chronicler John Malalas as occurring in 
529ad (the actual decree is undated, but from the dates of pronouncements around it, it must have 
been enacted between 527 and 529). Malalas reports ‘The Emperor issued a decree and sent it to 
Athens ordering that no one should teach philosophy nor interpret the laws.’ Malalas is clear that the 
decree was specifically aimed at attacking the Athenian school. In the same year he also says, ‘The 
Emperor decreed that those who held Hellenic (i.e. pagan) beliefs should not hold any state office.’ 
It is fairly obvious that this refers to the same decree, even though Malalas mentions the prohibitions 
against teaching and accepting a public stipend separately.”
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Chapter 6

dawning of The Main develoPMenT: 
anselM (†1109), aBaelaRd (†1142),

loMBaRd (†1160)

The so-called Dark Ages would end when the translations of Aristotle coincidentally inun-
dated Latin Europe with a program of understanding that extended rational discourse to all 
parts of the universe. At the end of the Latin Age, fully empirical and mathematical sciences 
were far enough along to end main reliance on textual authority. The book of nature had 
begun to be read in its own right, the tradition of Aristotelian commentary had over stayed 
its welcome, and there was a general and healthy feeling that it was time to put the books of 
Aristotle aside and let thinkers get on to closer study of the things written in nature itself.

But in the Dark Ages thinkers had had little on which to exercise powers of reason 
other than logic itself and the various texts of or related to “revelation”. Habits of careful 
empirical observation are hard to develop and harder to sustain without social and insti-
tutional support. In general, it is easier to read than scientifically to observe. And the ar-
rival from the Arab world of the complete works of Aristotle gave to the Latins a whole 
world of nature to read and think about, a world in which reason as a doctrinal exercise 
could aspire to leave no corner unexplored, at least cenoscopically. It was no wonder that 
the Latins turned their well-honed logical skills to the texts of Aristotelian philosophy 
and to the exposition of the natural world revealed in those texts. The result, of course, 
would be “scholasticism”, probably the most highly sophisticated set of methods for the 
intellectual analysis of the content of a written text that has ever been devised.

Two thinkers in particular personified the highest development of logic played 
out over the course of the so-called Dark Ages: Anselm of Canterbury (c.1033–1109), 
sometimes called “the first scholastic”, and his younger contemporary, Peter Abaelard 
(c.1079–1142). In addition, we shall have to consider the influence of Abaelard upon and 
the work of his most famous pupil, Peter Lombard (c.1095–1160), work which became 
to theology in the Latin universities what the writings of Aristotle became to philosophy 
and the curriculum of arts in those same universities, to wit, the basis of the curriculum 
down to the twilight of Latin times in the work of Poinsot and the dawn of modern 
times in the work of Poinsot’s contemporaries, Galileo and Descartes.

As Anselm was the older of this trio, as well as the more typical of the early medieval 
development nearing its end, let us look first at him.

Medieval Philosophy at Its Christian Extreme
Anselm was a philosopher of the most sectarian sort. His concern was not to seek 

the reasons for phenom ena but to seek the reasons for religious faith. Not that reason 
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was his starting point and faith his goal. Just the opposite. Faith was his starting point 
and the rationalization of what faith accepts his goal. Hence his motto: fides quaerens in-
tellectum, “faith seeking understanding”, not intellectus quaerens fidem. For him, it would 
seem, Christian faith was the absolute presupposition not merely for understanding 
theology, but equally for philosophy — for understanding anything worth understand-
ing. He believed in Jesus as the Son of God and he believed in God as the Creator and 
Source of all things. Not surprisingly, his two most famous works deal with his two 
highest beliefs. In Cur Deus homo, “Why God Became Man”, he sought to give the 
reason for the incarnation; and in the Proslogion he sought to give the reason why one 
is able to doubt the existence of God only insofar as one is a fool — not, that is to say, 
stupid necessarily, but one who, regardless of “I.Q.” rating, says “No!” to the reality of 
God. In the bargain he wrote a tract to prove the existence of the object of our universal 
ideas as absolute standards rooted in the divine nature itself. Here is one of the clearest 
realizations of the meaning of “realism” in the middle ages: not that material things exist 
as knowable but that the objects of universal ideas exist independently of our minds. It 
is one step short, if that, of Plato’s “Ideas” become Christian.

The controversy over universals is better illustrated and makes more progress in 
the work of Anselm’s slight ly later contemporary, Abaelard. But no one left a more 
lasting mark on the thought of subsequent genera tions than did Anselm with his fa-
mous argument claiming to prove from our idea of God that God necessarily exists. 
Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) called this form of argument the “ontological argument”. 
The name is singu larly inapt,1 but it has stuck; and the argument so (mis)named recurs 
again and again in slightly varied form over the centuries. Anselm’s original formula-
tion is still the most in trigu ing. His title as the “father of the ontological argument” is 
his greatest claim to fame in phi lo so phy, and is the aspect under which we shall con-
sider him here.

The Ontological Argument
The original text in which Anselm presents his argument is entitled the Proslogion. 

Com posed late in the 11th century, the section of text introducing the nucleus of An-
selm’s argument is brief, approximately three pages in length, divided into four chapters, 
after which come yet twenty-two more chapters. “Chapter 1. A rousing of the mind to 
the con tem pla tion of God”, however, is not so much a part of the actual reasoning about 
God as it is a pious or rhetorical exhortation of the soul to itself and to God to con-
firm by understanding what the soul holds in belief, to har ness what ever understanding 
might be possible to the service of fortifying that belief.2 The re maining three chapters 

1 See the discussion in note 26 of this chapter, p. 128 below.
2 Especially in modern times, commentators on Anselm’s ar gu ment have dealt with it as 

intellectual play, which is fair enough in modern terms. But Mauricio Beuchot (see esp. “Naturaleza 
del argumento Anselmiano” in 1993a: 27ff.), in his treatment of both the modern approaches and the 
original perspective or approach of Anselm himself, quite rightly points out that, in Anselm’s own 
case, there was no question at all of intellectual play, but rather of “putting into play an understanding 
compromised by religious faith”, and compromised so radically as to leave no room for intel lectual 
play undertaken just for its own sake. Anselm regarded reason, or human understanding, much as did 
the Muslims after al-Ghazali (p. 33 above), as having no standing or autonomy apart from the divine 
rev e la tion of religious truth which provides for understanding its necessary and only legitimate 
context of exercise (ex cept, of course, Anselm did not regard the Koran as revealed truth, but only 
the Bible).
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lay out the famous argument aiming so to harness the understanding as to make it justify 
the belief from which the argument begins:3

Chapter 2. That God Truly Exists.
Well, then, Lord, you who give understanding to faith, grant me that I may under-

stand, as much as You see fit, that You exist as we believe You to exist, and that you are 
what we believe you to be.

Now we believe that you are something than which nothing greater can be thought 
(“aliquid, quo nihil majus cogitari possit”). Or can it be that a thing of such a nature 
does not exist, since, according to the Psalmist,4 ‘the Fool has said in his heart, “There 
is no God”.’

But surely, when this same Fool hears what I am speaking about, namely, “some-
thing than which nothing greater can be thought”, he understands what he hears; and 
what he understands is in his mind, even if he does not understand that it actually exists. 
For it is one thing for an object to exist in the mind, and another thing to understand 
that an object actually exists. Thus, when a painter plans beforehand what he is going 
to execute, he has an idea in his mind, but he does not yet think that it actually exists 
because he has not executed it. However, when he has actually painted what he has 
conceived, then he both has it in his mind and understands that it exists because he has 
now made it.

Even the Fool, then, is forced to agree that something-than-which-a-greater-can-
not-be-thought exists in the mind, since he understands this expression when he hears 
it, and whatever is understood is in the mind.

And surely that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot exist in the mind 
alone. For even if it exists solely in the mind, it can be thought to exist in reality inde-
pendent of that thought as well, which is greater than existing in thought alone. If, then, 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists in the mind alone, this one and the 
same that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is that-than-which-a-greater-can-be-
thought, which is obviously impossible.5 Therefore there can be no doubt that that-than-
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists both in the mind and in reality.6

Chapter 3. That God Cannot Be Thought Not To Exist
And certainly this being, God, so truly exists that it cannot be even thought not to 

exist. For something can be thought to exist that cannot be thought not to exist, and 
this is greater than that which can be thought not to exist. Hence, if that-than-which-a-
greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought not to exist, then that-than-which-a-greater-
cannot-be-thought is not the same as that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, 
which is absurd. That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, then, so truly exists 

3 Text from Anselm of Canterbury, Proslogion, Capita ii–iv (c.1077–78a: 227–229). 
4 Psalm 13.1, 12.1.
5 Recall from Chapter 3 above the problem contradiction in Neoplatonism, p. 63; and more 

generally of “How To Deal with Contradictions?” from the same chapter, p. 67 above.
6 There is also a problem at this point which seems not to have occurred to Anselm or to any of 

the many commentators on his argument over the years, namely, as follows. Since the point of his 
argument turns on the singularity of its object, that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and 
this object, to escape self-contradiction, if thought, must be thought as really existing, yet it need not be 
thought, and often is not, for not everyone at all times is actually thinking about God. But to have to be 
thought is greater than what can either be thought or not be thought. Therefore that which is really, and 
not just in thought, something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, cannot be an object which 
can some times be thought, sometimes not thought. I will return to this point and expand upon it in 
concluding the discussion of Anselm in the text above.
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that it cannot even be thought not to exist. And you, Lord our God, are this being. You 
exist so truly, Lord my God, that you cannot even be thought not to exist.

And this is as it should be. For if some intelligence could think of something better 
than you, the creature would be above and would judge its creator, which is completely 
absurd.

In fact, everything else there is, except you alone, can be thought of as not existing. 
You alone, then, of all things, most truly exist; you, therefore, of all things, possess exis-
tence to the highest degree. For anything else than that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-
be-thought does not exist as truly, and so possesses existence to a lesser degree.

Why then did the Fool say in his heart, “There is no God”, when it is so evident to 
any rational mind that you of all things exist to the highest degree? Why, indeed, unless 
because he was a stupid fool?

Chapter 4. How “The Fool Said in his Heart” What Cannot Be Thought
How indeed has he said in his heart what he could not think? Or how could he not 

think what he said in his heart, since “to say in one’s heart” and “to think” are one and 
the same? But if he really — nay, rather, since he really7 — both thought (because he said 
in his heart) and, because he could not think, did not say in his heart “There is no God”, 
there is more than one way in which something is “said in one’s heart” or thought.

For in one sense, a thing is thought when the word signifying it is thought. But in 
another sense a thing is thought when the very object which the thing is is understood. In 
the first sense, God can be thought not to exist. But God cannot be thought not to exist 
in the second sense.

No one, indeed, understanding what God is, can think that God does not exist, even 
though he may say in his heart the words “There is no God”, either by depriving them 
of signification or by giving them some peculiar signification.

For God is that-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought. Whoever really 
understands this, under stands clearly that this same being so exists that not even in 
thought can it be said not to exist. For whoever understands that God exists in such 
a way as to be that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot think of him as 
not existing.

I give thanks, good Lord, I give thanks to you, since what I believed before 
through your free gift, I now so understand through your illumination that if I did not 
want to believe that you exist I should nevertheless be unable not to understand that 
you do exist.

Anselm, at this point, is rather pleased, for he finds that he has outdone himself. He 
dis cov ers that he has not merely confirmed or fortified belief in God’s existence, as he 
had hoped; he now finds that he has actu ally succeeded in making unbelief impossible. 
A bad day for atheists, the day Anselm penned his Proslogion; for the day they read that 
text will be their last as an atheist! Or so Anselm thought.

A contemporary of Anselm’s named Gaunilon, using as a pen-name “The Fool”, 
wrote to Anselm what he considered to be a rebuttal of this argument.8 The “Reply of 
the Fool” was more than double the length of the three chapters containing the nucleus 

7 Since the Psalmist says he did, and the inspired writers of scripture can tell only truth, as first 
Robert Cardinal Bellarmine and then the judges of Galileo will remind us in their contribution to the 
ending of the Latin Age. See Chapter 11 below; but also the much fuller treatment in Deely 2001: 
491–499.

8 Gaunilon c.1079: Liber pro Insipiente adversus S. Anselmi in proslogio ratiocinationem auctore 
Gaunilone Majoris Mona ster ii monacho (“Book on behalf of the Fool against the reasoning of Anselm, 
written by Gaunilon, a monk of the Major Monastery”).
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of the original argument, and Anselm’s “Reply to the Fool”9 was three times longer 
still. And so it has gone on for centuries, with whole books being written on either 
side of this “many-faced argument”,10 so that by now a section of a good sized library 
could be filled with books and essays discussing the ontological argument, pro or con. 
Indeed, in one of the very recent contributions to this ongoing discussion, Charles 
Hartshorne has put together at least two books11 on Anselm’s behalf that run together 
over six hundred pages.

Suffice it to note here that, in his reply to Gaunilon, Anselm quite correctly pointed 
out that Gaunilon had missed the key point of the whole argument, namely, the unique-
ness of the object on which the argument turns. If, in place of the definition of God as 
“the being greater than which nothing can be conceived”, we substitute the positive 
concept of “the most perfect being”, the logic of the argument loses its force. A being of 
this or that type can be most perfectly conceived without necessarily being conceived as 
existing. If we conceive of God simply as “the most perfect being”, whether that being 
yet exists remains an open question, for we are required to specify all the positive respects 
in which the being is perfect. But if we conceive of God as “the being greater than which 
nothing can be conceived”, the question whether that being yet exists, far from being an 
open question, is rather a question that, by being asked, shows that the questioner has 
failed to understand the definition he or she has professed to accept. To use Descartes’ 
later exam ple, a questioner would be mad to say that he or she has conceived of a triangle, 
and now wished to inquire whether it had three sides. For existence is to a being greater 
than which nothing can be conceived as having three sides is to a triangle. To challenge 
the original argu ment by changing the definition of the key term without realizing it, 
therefore, is a sign of confusion, or, to put it in Anselm’s terms, the mark of a fool.

Dixit insipiens in corde suo, non est Deus, “The fool says in his or her heart, ‘there is 
no God’.” The state ment is from a psalm that Anselm, like every other medieval monk, 
chanted every day in the monastic choir. He had therefore a lot of time to ponder the 
remark if he so wished, and wish he did. Why would the fool say such a thing? Anselm’s 
argument, thus, is a pious meditation recast in probative form.

Now Anselm well appreciated the importance to intelligent discourse of knowing 
what it is whereof we speak. So he made as his first move the assignment of a definition 
to the term “God”. Is there an underlying common meaning of the word “God” that a 
fool or a wise man or anyone in between invokes when the word is employed? Anselm 
thinks that there is indeed such a universal meaning. Everyone would agree that God is 
the-being-greater-than-which-nothing-can-be-thought.

If one demurs, the argument cannot proceed. Let us therefore grant the definition 
to see where it leads. In my mind I can imagine a most perfect island, without knowing 
whether an island corresponding to my imagining actually exists. But a perfect island is 
a particular kind of thing. Whatever particular kind of thing I think of, I can think of 
other particular kinds of thing more perfect in this or that respect. But God is not one 
kind of perfect thing among others. God exceeds that perfection of all particulars in all 
respects. I do not have a positive idea of God. I know only that God is that than which 
a greater cannot be conceived in any respect. As an object of thought, therefore, God is 
a unique object.

9 Anselm c.1079: Liber apologeticus contra Gaunilonem respondentem pro insipiente.
10 The title for Hick and McGill’s 1967 collection of 373 pages sub-titled “recent studies on the 

ontological argument for the existence of God”.
11 Hartshorne 1962 and 1965.
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The argument of Anselm turns on that uniqueness.12 The logic of the argument 
does not hold for every variety of uniqueness or perfection. It holds in one case only, the 
case of the being greater than which nothing can be conceived.

Now this being, not some other, if I conceive it as not existing, I have failed to 
conceive it. For to exist in thought is greater than not to exist in thought, but to exist 
actually is greater than to exist only in thought. In order to ask if God exists, God must 
already exist in thought, or my question could not be asked. But if God exists in my 
thought as that than which nothing greater can be conceived, then God must also exist 
actually; otherwise God is not that than which nothing greater can be conceived. So, by 
granting that I mean by God that-greater-than-which-nothing-can-be-thought, when 
I ask the question, “Does God exist?”, or make the assertion, “There is no God”, I at 
one and the same time affirm and deny that I am thinking of that than which a greater 
cannot be thought. Since it is foolish to contradict oneself in speaking, especially when 
speaking philosophically, Voila! we have the answer to our question. How is it that the 
fool is able to say in his or her heart that there is no God? Because, indeed, he or she 
is a fool, at one and the same time affirming and denying the same object in the same 
respect. By the term “God” I mean the greater than which nothing can be conceived. 
Yet by the question or the denial I implicitly reject what the term I am using signifies, 
thus revealing my folly.

Writing in 1266, two hundred and forty-two years after the first appearance of An-
selm’s argu ment, Thomas Aquinas rejected the ontological argument on two grounds.13 
His first ground was that perhaps not all would accept Anselm’s definition of the term 
“God”, “seeing that some have thought that God was a body”.14 This cursory dismissal 
of Anselm’s “definition” of the term “God” as “that than which none greater can be 
conceived” could be an unfortunate consequence of the fact that Aquinas may well have 
known Anselm’s argument only in truncated form as transmitted through one of the late 
florilegia, the frag men tary dogmatic and ascetical or ethical anthologies of early Chris-
tian writers compiled and circulated from as early as the 5th century in the East up to the 
time of St. Thomas. Thus, it needs to be borne in mind that, as above noted, in addition 
to the three chapters of the Proslogion cited above, there are (besides the preamble and 
chapter one) twenty-two subsequent chapters which elaborate precisely the meaning 
of the expres sion “that than which none greater can be conceived”,15 and are thus in a 
sense a continuation or fuller development of the basic proof. The “short form” of the 
argument, thus, is a nucleus rather than a nub.

12 Compare the similar case of the arguments in Descartes 1637 and 1631, discussed in relation to 
Anselm in Deely 2001: 513–517.

13 See his Summa theologiae I. quest. 2. art. 1., “Whether God’s existence is self-evident”, obj. 2. and 
ad 2.

14 “... forte ille qui audit hoc nomen, Deus, non intelligit significari aliquid quo majus cogitari non 
possit, cum quidam credider int Deum esse corpus” (I.2.1 ad 2). Indeed, the unfortunate David of 
Dinant went so far as to opine that God is in fact prime matter, the ultimate potentiality out of which 
all radical transformations of bodily substances take place, a view that Aquinas uncharacter is tic ally 
characterizes as stultissimus, “most foolish” (I.3.8c.). But Anselm already knew from revelation that 
fools deny God. So this part of Aquinas’ rebuttal is perhaps not to the point, since it was not a question 
of whether there are fools, but of why they deny God; and Aquinas no less than Anselm would allow 
that the view of God as being a body or material potency of any kind shows enough confusion to allow 
the holder of the opinion to qualify as a fool.

15 “Id quo majus cogitari non potest”; “id quo majus nequit cogitari”; “idipsum quo majus cogitari 
nequit”; “aliquid quo majus cogitari non potest”.
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What would Aquinas have had to say of Anselm’s definition of the term “God” had 
he seen the full elaboration, and had he seen it as the sequel to Anselm’s prior discourse 
on the essence of divinity, the Monologion? Would Aquinas still have so summarily dis-
missed Anselm’s attempt at definition? Perhaps not; but then again, in view of his own 
approach to the question of how to attach existential import and meaning to the term 
“God”,16 perhaps yes. Yet there is no denying that the 13th century Commentary of Aqui-
nas on the 6th century treatise On the Divine Names authored by the Pseudo-Dionysius 
voiced conclusions redolent of the 11th century sentiments Anselm expressed in his Mo-
nologion, or “discourse on the essence of divinity”:17

Whoever investigates something incomprehensible should be satisfied if he reaches by 
way of reasoning a quite certain conclusion that it exists, even if he is not able to pen-
etrate by understanding the manner of this necessary existence.18

And what could equal the incomprehensibility and ineffability of “that which tran-
scends in its existence the existence of all things”? If, therefore, the highest exercise of 
understanding and reason leads to the comprehension that the source of existence is 
incomprehensible because, in contrast to everything from which our experience and 
reasoning begins, what it is has no distinction from the fact that it is, “the founda-
tion of one’s certainty is not shaken in the least” by one’s coming to comprehend that 
the manner in which the source of existence knows the things which exist, the very 
things from which we by reasoning arrive at the knowledge of the necessary existence of 
that source, is incomprehensible. For “who will explain how he knows or expresses that 
highest source about which the human being knows either nothing or next to nothing?”, 
Anselm queries plaintively in those pseudo-dionysian tones which won the sympathy 
of Aquinas for “negative theology”, in no small part,19 through his assumption of the 
authenticity of their source.

In any event, Aquinas rejected the claim of probative force for Anselm’s line of 
reason ing on a second and more fundamental ground: even granting the word God to 
mean some thing than which a greater cannot be thought, the consequence of this defi-
nition is not that God actually exists but only that we are (rightly or wrongly, as must be 

16 See “The Subject of Theology” in Chapter 8 below, p. 187ff.
17 Anselm of Canterbury, Monologium, cap. LXIV (c.1076: 210): “Videtur mihi hujus tam 

sublimis rei secretum transcendere omnem intellectus aciem humani: et idcirco conatum explicandi 
qualiter hoc sit, continendum puto. Sufficere namque debere existimo rem incomprehensibilem 
indaganti, si ad hoc ratiocinando pervenerit ut eam certissime esse cognoscat; etiamsi penetrare 
nequeat intellectu, quomodo ita sit: nec idcirco minus his adhibendam fidei certitudinem, quae 
probationibus necessariis, nulla alia repugnante ratione asseruntur; si suae naturalis altitudinis 
incomprehensibilitate, tam ineffabile, quam id quod supra omnia est? Quapropter si ea, quae de 
summa essentia hactenus disputata sunt, necessariis rationibus sunt asserta, quamvis sic intellectu 
penetrari non possint, ut et verbis valeant explicari; nullatenus tamen certitudinis eorum nutat 
soliditas. Nam, si superior consideratio rationabiliter comprehendit incomprehensibile esse, quo-
modo eadem summa sapientia sciat ea quae fecit, de quibus tam multa nos scire necesse est: quis 
explicet quomodo sciat aut dicat seipsam, de qua aut nihil, aut vix aliquid ab homine sciri possibile 
est? Ergo si non eo quod seipsam dicit, generat Pater, et generatur Filius: Generationem ejus quis 
enarrabit? (Isaiah liii, 8).”

18 Compare this formulation to the identical conclusion of Aquinas in beginning his Summa of 
1266 (I.3.4 ad 2, cited in Chapter 8 below, p. 201): that our conviction “God exists” insofar as it is 
reached by argument is a matter of propositional, not experiential, knowledge.

19 Re Aquinas and the Pseudo-Dionysius, see Chapter 8 below, esp. pp. 194ff.
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further determined, and to the extent that we are logically consistent in our thought) 
thinking of God as actually existing.20

This brings us to the very problem that we noted above21 as not having occurred 
either to Anselm or to any of the many promoters of the ontological argument since 
Anselm, namely, the problem that not only is it greater to exist in both thought and 
reality than to exist in thought alone or in reality alone, but to exist as not able not to be 
thought is greater than to exist as sometimes able to be thought and other times not.22 
Thus, the point of the ontological argument turns on the singularity of its object, that-
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. This object, to escape self-contradiction, if 
thought, must be thought as really existing. But it need not be thought, and often is not, 
for not everyone at all times is actually thinking about God. But to have to be thought 
is greater than what can either be thought or not be thought. Therefore that which 
really, that which in itself, and not just in thought, is something-than-which-a-greater-
cannot-be-thought cannot be an object which can some times be thought, sometimes not 
thought. Therefore Anselm’s argument does not have for its object a really existing some-
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, but only an object which, if thought, 
must be thought as really existing,23 but which, at the same time, manifests that it is not 
really that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, for whatever is really that-than-
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot some times be thought and other times not.

And the point can be pressed even further. If God really is that-than-which-a-great-
er-cannot-be-thought, then God must exist as a self-subsisting thought (which is actu-
ally what both Aristotle and Aquinas, with differing degrees of completeness, succeeded 
in showing), and is never as object of our thought directly present as such — that is, as 
God “is in the existence proper to God”24 — even when we themat ically focus upon 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. For that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-
be-thought, as an object of our thought, need not always be thought, whereas that-
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, as really existing, cannot fail to be thought.25 
Whence, no matter how the ontological argument is couched, it fails to touch on the 
real existence of God, at which it is aimed, but concludes only to something which holds 
for our situation as finite thinkers.

Mortimer Adler came to the University of Dubuque sometime in the 1970s as part 
of a lecture tour on “How To Think about God”. Subsequently he published a book on 
the subject in which the first part claimed to be based on Anselm and the second part 
(which someone failed to proofread) based on Aquinas. Overall the book was actually 
not all that great, but the point of the first part captured the situation exactly. If we are 

20 Aquinas c.1266: Summa theologiae I.2.1. ad 2.
21 Note 6, this Chapter, p. 122 above.
22 Had it occurred to him, Descartes could have martialled this point in support of his contention 

that the idea of God is innate in the soul from its first moment of existence, and has only to be fully 
realized in consciousness to be seen for what it is, the mark of the Workman upon His work.

23 Again, see Aquinas on God’s knowability in the Summa I.3.4 ad 2, cited below in Chapter 8, p. 201.
24 Deus ut est in se.
25 Thus Aquinas, c. 1266: Summa theologiae I.87.3c: “est enim aliquis intellectus, scilicet divinus, 

qui est ipsum suum intelligere. et sic in deo idem est quod intelligat se intelligere et quod intelligat 
suam essentiam, quia sua essentia est suum intelligere.” — “The divine intellect is its own actual self-
understanding; and so in the case of God that he knows himself to understand and that he understands 
his own essence are one and the same, because his essence is to be self-understanding.” (The Latin is 
clearer by far than English translation expresses.)



128 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

to think clearly about God, we must indeed think of God as existing actually and not 
merely in thought. But clear thinking on our part is not sufficient to prove, even in the 
unique case of God, that God actually exists. For that, appeal must be made rather to 
the nature of actual existence from within our experience of existing things, whence, if 
at all, some proof or other may be derived.

Descartes, as mentioned above, later would compare the situation to that of a tri-
angle. Existence is to God as having three sides and three angles is to a triangle. As we 
cannot think of a triangle unless we think of it as having three sides and three angles, so 
we cannot think of God unless we think of God as actually existing. But this argument 
makes the point of Adler and Aquinas, not the one Descartes or Anselm before him 
hoped to make: finite thinkers in thinking about God, if consistent, must think of God as 
existing; but finite thinkers need not think about God, and can deny even an implication 
of thought which logical consistency entails, for finite thought does not make being be 
what it is outside some parts of reality as social construction.

Arguments for the existence of God based on the world of actual existence Kant 
called “cosmological arguments”, and again the name stuck, this time, at least, with 
some aptness. The most famous of these, too, come from the middle ages. But let us wait 
till we come to Aquinas to consider the cosmological argument,26 for his is the classical 
formulation of how our experience of a changing world can so be conceptualized as to 
lead to an affirmation and understanding of what the word “God” ought to mean insofar 
as it is used not only consistently but also correctly to designate an existence beyond the 
order of all finite existing beings.

Peter Abaelard (c.1079–1142)
Abaelard cut his teeth on the question of universals, beginning about 1103. Along 

the way, something else got cut as well. Abaelard is one of the few philosophers as fabled 
in the halls of romance as in the halls of philosophy.

26 See the Quinque Viae discussion in Chapter 8, p. 187ff. The influence in later modern philosophy 
of Kant in this matter is very peculiar, almost rising to the level of history’s worthy ironies. Having 
misnamed the “ontological argument” (by applying to its point of departure a term, “ontological”, 
the original denotation and connotation alike of which had little to no suggestion of the ideal order), 
he now proceeded, in effect, to do something similar for the proofs which begin, for Aquinas, from 
an encounter within experience with the physical aspects of the environment in sensation recognized 
as such by intellectual analysis and then taken as starting points for a reasoning that develops the 
internal dimension of intelligibility grasped within the experience of physical being as subjectivity 
objectified or cognized discursively to the point of manifesting with necessity the ground for affirming 
the existence of a physical subjectivity which is not sensible and has for its essence existence (in contrast 
to all directly experienced beings, which manifest a difference between what they are and the fact that 
they but happen to be existing here and now). Technically, what Aquinas considered the “first and more 
manifest way” fell under Kant’s rubric of “cosmological”. The proof from efficient cause (Aquinas’ 
“second way”) Kant called “physiotheological”, a designation whose sole merit is having passed into an 
oblivion almost as great as the one from which it should never have emerged. In any event, since Kant 
had no way of recognizing the emergence within the objectivity of experience of material aspects of the 
subjectivity of the physical environment (discussed in Deely 2001: Chap. 13), he correspondingly had 
no way to understand the proper opposition of arguments of the “cosmological type” to arguments of 
the “ontological type”, with the result that Kant’s discussion, as Collins (1954: 503) gently puts it, “does 
not systematically dispose of all possible metaphysical proofs, as he claimed it to do”. It is the whole 
story of the modern period in miniature: “the narrow historical scope of his study of the philosophical 
sources” (to borrow Collins’ formula) allowed Kant to dismiss as unthinkable what in fact he merely 
had failed to think through.
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c.1117–1142: Héloïse (c.1098–1164) and Abaelard
Around 1117 he was hired to tutor a young woman named Héloïse, an orphan 

whose parents have left no trace, except that she was the niece of Fulbert, a canon of 
the Paris cathedral of Notre Dame,27 who ad mired and respected her intelligence and 
love of learning. He commissioned Abaelard to be her tutor. Abaelard claims to have 
maintained “the utmost continence” up to the time he met Héloïse,28 but as it happened 
they learned together the ways of the flesh, and she became pregnant.

He offered to marry her, but the only way to an intellectual career in those days 
lay in the Church, and marriage would block that path unless she subsequently agreed 
to become a nun, in which circumstance the marriage could be forgiven Abaelard by 
Church authorities. She pre ferred to be his mistress in secret, which would have left 
the way to advancement open. By now they had an infant son, Astrolabe (born c.1118). 
Abaelard insisted on a secret marriage instead, which would also keep open the way to 
advancement.

But Fulbert preferred his dignity to Abaelard’s career opportunities, and made the 
secret marriage known. Heloise publicly contradicted her uncle with whom she was 
again living, and Abaelard, to save her from Fulbert’s abuse, put her in a convent. This 
was too much for Fulbert. With some kinsmen he entered Abaelard’s room at night 
and “cut off those parts of my body whereby I had done that which was the cause of 
their sorrow.”29 Fulbert was ruined by the deed, but so was Abaelard, and oppressed by 
the spectre that “the tale of this amazing outrage would spread to the very ends of the 
earth”, as indeed it has, from 1119 to this day.

For Heloise it was Abaelard or no one. She took the veil, and reputedly30 proceeded 
to write to Abaelard over the next quarter century some of the most amazing love letters 
in all of litera ture. For Abaelard, of course, choice was gone. It was neither Heloise nor 
anyone else. He became a monk of St. Denis.

27 Not to be confused with the slightly earlier Bishop Fulbert (ad960–1028), called by his fond 
pupils the Vene ra bilis Socrates. This slightly earlier Fulbert founded, about 1006, the great cathedral 
school of Chartres, the most renowned in France before Abaelard. To this school, before the end of the 
11th century, came such scholars as John of Salisbury (1115–1180), William of Conches (c.1080–1154), 
Berengar of Tours (c.1000–1088), and the great logician and subtle theologian Gil bert of la Porrée 
(1070–1154), making it the light of Europe in the generation after Abaelard, just as, in the generations 
before, the Palace School founded by Charlemagne (first at Compiègne, then at Laon) had reached 
a height of glory under Charles the Bald (ad823–877 — reigning as Charles I King of France from 
ad840–877, and as Charles II Holy Roman Emperor from ad875–877), but mainly because of the work 
of Scotus Erigena discussed in Chapter 5, pp. 111–116.

28 From Abaelard’s autobiography, circulated c.1133 under the title Historia calamitatum mearum 
(“the story of my calam i ties”), ch. 5. For the circumstances and purpose of this little work, see Sikes 
1932: 25f.

29 Ibid., ch. 7.
30 The oldest manuscripts known for these letters (composed c.1120–1141?) date from the 13th 

century, translated from Latin into French around 1280 by Jean de Meung (i.1240/60–1305), as 
incorporated into his “continuation” of Guillame de Lorris’ c.1230 Roman de la Rose. The letters are 
a brilliant and undying piece of romantic literature from the Latin Age. Though their authenticity 
has been challenged, the strong probability that they are genuine (Gilson 1938: 36) has recently been 
confirmed by Mews’ analysis (1999: 143) of a second, earlier set of letters (i.1114–17?) apparently by 
the same authors, which would be (ibid.: 5) “the love letters Peter Abaelard says he composed in order 
to seduce Heloise when he was teaching at the cathedral school of Notre Dame”.
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In the Wrong Place at the Wrong Time
Let us move on to the intellectual side of Abaelard’s life. Here too he was unfortu-

nate, again the wrong man at the wrong time. Abaelard was the greatest genius of his 
time, of astounding originality in logic and dialectic. The wealth of his originality has 
still to be mined.31 Why? Because just at the time that he produced his mature works, 
the flood of Aristotelian translations began, and the logic and philosophy of Aristotle 
crowd ed the logic of Abaelard from the Latin stage. He reminds me of the fate of Abel 
Gance (1889–1981), one of the great direc tors of films in the silent era. Toward what 
proved to be the end of that era,32 Gance produced his mas ter piece, a seven-hour epic 
which requires three screens and the accom pa niment of a full orchestra. But just as the 
film was ready to open, the first “talkie” was released. Everyone crowded to the talkie, 
and Gance’s film nearly passed into oblivion.33

The “Problem of Universals” and the First Florescence of Nominalism
It is at the time of Abaelard that the praeteritio of Porphyry,34 although earlier de-

veloped in the work of Boethius,35 really seizes center-stage in medieval philosophy. 
The earlier work of Boethius devoted about 60% of the discussion to the utility of 
logic, the remainder on universals. By contrast, Abaelard devotes 80% of his discus-
sion to developing the intricacies of the problem of the universal. “Whether genera or 
species exist in themselves or reside purely and solely in things understood; whether, 
if they exist, they are corporeal or incorporeal; and whether they exist apart or within 
sense objects and in depen dence upon them”:36 these became now the burning ques-
tions of the age, and led to the first florescence of a plague that would reappear after 
Ockham, and has been with us ever since, the doctrine of nominalism. In its first flo-
rescence, nominalism appeared in the work of Jean Roscelin (c.1050–1120) sometime 
before 1092. He taught that universal terms such as genus, species, and the like have 
no proper signification of their own. He used an unforgettable expression to describe 
universals: flatus vocis, “a snorting or fart of the voice” — empty air. Only individual 
beings exist, all else are mere “names”, nomina (whence the designation nominalismus, 

31 For example, the “glosses on Porphyry” translated by McKeon (see note 42 below) in 1929 
became available in published form only in 1919; and the first complete edition of the Parisian 
manuscript of Abaelard’s main work on logic, his Dialectica, presumably from the third and final 
redaction by Abaelard i.1135–1137 (De Rijk 1970: xxii), was first published in 1956 under De Rijk’s 
editorship; and his patristic study, Sic et Non, disappeared in the 12th century until their rediscovery by 
Cousin in 1836 (see p. 135 below). Here are great opportunities for young graduate students willing to 
master Latin and able to philosophize.

32 See Brownlow 1989.
33 Almost half a century later, the canisters of Gance’s masterpiece were discovered and restored as 

far as possible by Steven Spielberg, who in 1981 put on the film as Gance had tried, full orchestra and 
all. Napoleon played to packed houses in Los Angeles (where I got to see it), New York, and Chicago.

And of course every analogy limps. The diversion to the full range of Aristotelian writings hardly 
compares to the shallow talkie that did in Gance’s Napoleon. The point remains that Abaelard’s 
work deserves a thorough revisitation. (Would that I should live to see a complete critical edition of 
Abaelard’s work.)

34 See Chap. 3 above, note 53, and text at p. 80.
35 Indeed, McKeon remarks (1929: 204) that Abaelard’s “gloss on Porphyry” (see note 42 below) 

could also be called a commentary on the commentaries of Boethius on Porphyry from c.509–510, in 
that, as McKeon puts it, Abaelard’s discussion of the universal “derives much from Boethius”.

36 Porphyry c.ad271: Praeteritio, pp. 27–28.
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“nominalism”). For Democritus there were atoms and the void; for Roscelin, individuals  
and names.37

But Roscelin extended his doctrine to a sensitive issue. The civilization of Islam was 
by this time nearing the height of its power. Teachings of Christianity and teachings of 
Islam had come into conflict in Spain in particular, where the level of intellectual culture 
in Muslim centers was very high and familiarity with Aristotle quite intimate. One of the 
things taught by the Koran was that there is but one God, Allah. The Muslims regarded 
the Christian doctrine of the Trinity as a heresy, contrary to the Koranic teaching on the 
unity of Allah. Nor did the early Christians have ready answers to the Muslim question 
of how three Persons can yet be one single God. The question is indeed difficult.38

Roscelin did not help. “God”, he said, is a flatus vocis we apply to the Three Persons, 
each of whom is individually the true reality. “Trinity”, too, then, is a flatus vocis. We 
have from Roscelin’s own hand no record of his views. But we do know that Anselm, as 
a leading eccles i astical figure of the time, held for the reality of universals in the sense 
Roscelin was denying. And we do know that Roscelin was summoned in 1092 before an 
episcopal synod at Soissons and given the choice of retractation of his views or excom-
muni cation for them. Roscelin retracted on whatever points the ecclesiastical synod was 
insistent, but apparently held to his basic nominalistic doctrine. Later in his teaching 
career — Gilson suggests39 that it was probably at Loches in France — Roscelin had 
Abaelard for a pupil.

37 It was Charles Peirce who would be the first to identify the essence of nominalism as the denial 
of relation as a distinctive, unique or irreducible category under ens reale. The importance of this point 
for semiotics will prove huge, but only when the “reality” of relation is coupled with the recognition 
of its singularity as maintaining its positive identity both in the order of ens reale and in the order of 
ens rationis, as Poinsot will first point out. See “The Second Florescence of Nominalism” in Chapter 9 
below, p. 324ff.; more complete treatment in Deely 2008 and 2009b.

38 The historically and theoretically most credible explanation, a rational abduction surpassing 
the monumental labor even of Augustine’s classic De Trinitate (i.399–422/6), may be the one Aquinas 
worked out, which may help to explain why the legend persists that the first of his two major theological 
syntheses, the Summa contra Gentiles of 1259/65, had as a principal intention the intellectual equipment of 
missionaries especially but not exclusively to Muslim lands (see the discussion in Torrell 1996: 104–107; 
and see below, Chapter 8, p. 184, note 40). Taking his point of departure from the unique feature of 
relation according to which it consists not in subjectivity but suprasubjectivity, Aquinas argued that the 
interior life of the one God consists in a pure communion or communication of Persons which, as distinct, 
are subsistent relations having one common foundation or ground in the single divine nature or “essence” 
or “substance” (a pure Act of Being without intrinsic limitation or specification by potentiality, Subsistent 
Existence, as we will see — p. 190, 191, 200ff. below), the one “Godhead” (as Meister Eckhart, the younger 
contemporary of Aquinas and fellow disciple of Albertus Magnus, put the point). Centuries later, the last 
of the great Latin followers of Aquinas, John Poinsot (writing indeed under his Latin nom de plume and 
nomen religiosum of Joannes a Sancto Thoma), expressly basing himself on Aquinas’ insight in this area, 
will see in the singularity of relation the solution also to the problem of how the sign can be superior to the 
difference between mind-independent being and mind-dependent being, ens reale and ens rationis, reality 
and fiction. On this view, bedrock for semiotics, the ontological understand ing of communication at all 
levels — from that which occurs between inorganic substances on up to the communion of the Divine 
Persons in the inner life of the Godhead, and at all levels between (God with human beings, human beings 
with God, with one another, with animals, with plants or “nature in general”; nonlinguistic animals with 
humans, with one another, with the environment; even plants with the soil, with one another, as happens 
in infections, where surrounding plants develop antibodies, etc.; the various planetary, stellar, and galactic 
dependencies) — depends on the same feature of relation which justifies Augustine’s posit of sign as a 
general notion. We will see this in due course; but for now we must not run further ahead of the story.

39 Gilson 1944: 238.
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Around 1103, William of Champeaux (c.1070–1121) began to teach at the cathedral 
school of Notre Dame in Paris. William of Champeaux had been a student of Roscelin, 
but he held polar opposite views on the question of universals, much closer to Anselm’s 
Monologion and Plato’s doctrine of Ideas. It was William’s misfortune that early in his 
teaching days (around 1108) the young Abaelard enrolled as a student in his course. 
According to Abaelard’s report — for again, as with Roscelin, we have no records from 
William of Champeaux’s own hand — this William out-Platoed Plato, holding not 
merely that individuals participate in the true Forms of reality, but that the whole of 
each universal Idea enters into each and every individual. All humanity is in every man.

Abaelard brought Aristotle’s criticisms of Plato’s theory of ideas down to earth. He 
had a field day drawing out logical consequences and antinomies in William’s views, and 
he did so openly before the class. All humanity in every individual? Then every indi-
vidual is in every individual, too. The student Abaelard under William of Champeaux’s 
attempt at tutelage leaves us a picture of a somewhat conceited and boastful youth, 
insolent, so self-conscious of his talent as to think nothing of trampling without respect 
on the teachings and sensitivities of his masters and his peers. This picture is not so dif-
ferent from the one Pierre Bayle painted in 1607. Abaelard, says Bayle,40

was at first [William’s] Beloved Disciple, but it did not continue long; the Professor had 
too much trouble to answer the Subtile Objections of that Disciple, not to conceive 
Vexation and Hatred against him.

And both pictures  are confirmed by William of Champeaux’s later action. About a year 
after William retired from teach ing to establish the Abbey of St. Victor in 1108, his suc-
cessor and appointee at Notre Dame proposed to yield his teaching post to Abaelard. 
William of Cham peaux vetoed the idea.41

Rejecting both realism in the medieval sense (Platonism) and nominalism, what 
did Abaelard himself propose? The question in my opinion remains an open one, on 
which an adequate doctoral dissertation needs to be written. Some say he held views 
no different from those of his later con temp orary, John of Salisbury (1115–1180). John 
of Salisbury settled the question simply with a doctrine that has come to be known as 
conceptualism: the mind recognizes the same or similar characteristics in different indi-
vidual objects and con ven iently gathers these differences into one mental concept or 
idea, which provides the meaning for the uni ver sal or general term, the spoken sound or 
written character string with which the concept is then associated.

But I think Abaelard was subtler than this.42 So-called conceptualism is more sophis-
ticated than the crude original nominalism we have in the reports of Roscelin’s views, 
perhaps, but conceptualism and nominalism are not necessarily exclusive of one another, 

40 From the entry “Abaelard” in the 1710 English edition of Bayle’s celebrated Dictionnaire historique 
et critique of 1607, adver tised as having “many Additions and Corrections, made by the Author himself, 
that are not in the French Editions” (London: Printed for C. Harper et al.), Vol. I, p. 19. (The cited 
passage, however, is in all the editions.)

41 Abaelard’s other old teacher, Roscelin, somewhere around 1120, tried to have Abaelard 
indicted for heresy on the basis of Abaelard’s book On the Divine Unity and Trinity. One might say 
that Abaelard knew how to burn his bridges. In 1140, the pope himself is said to have burned some 
of Abaelard’s books.

42 See Abaelard a.1118#1, “The Glosses of Peter Abailard on Porphyry”, trans. in McKeon 1929: 
208–258. The translation is sufficiently intelligible to convince the reader of the importance and 
subtlety of Abaelard’s view, but unfortunately not intelligible enough to enable an understanding of 
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not at all. John Locke, for example, held exactly Salisbury’s solution. Let Charles Peirce 
make our point:43

Many philosophers call their variety of nominalism, “conceptualism”; but it is essentially 
the same thing; and their not seeing that it is so is but another example of that loose 
and slapdash style of thinking that has made it possible for them to remain nominalists. 
Their calling their “conceptualism” a middle term between realism and nominalism is 
itself an example in the very matter to which nominalism relates.

The claim of nominalism is that there is no direct referent, no proper significate, for 
general terms on the side of the object as thing. This claim is hardly met by pointing 
out that such terms depend in their meaning on a subjective ground in the mind. That 
is quite beside the point.

In its most extreme form, nominalism claims that linguistic sounds are correlated 
with individual physical things and nothing more, a kind of linguistic dualism (there are 
words, there are things, and there is nothing besides). The view is naive and indefensi-
ble, but it has been held. A more sophisticated nominalism would bring in a third fac tor, 
recognizing that the difference between a mere sound or mark as physical and that same 
sound or mark as linguistic needs to be accounted for, and can be accounted for only 
by positing a third factor in the individual employing the sound or mark in discourse.44

But the problematic arises from the side of the referent, the object signified. What 
is its status, a question hardly answered by invoking the connection of dependency be-
tween words as spoken or written and psycho logi cal states within the users of language. 
For, as we have already had occasion to note in passing, these states themselves, what 
Aristotle called the “passions of the soul”, already exhibit the essential character of signs 
in making present another besides them selves.45 Physical sounds apart from the passions 
of the soul could not be words, but as words they signify on the basis of, rather than to, 
those passiones.

The Possible Nominalistic Character of Augustine’s Proposal of Signum
The point may be illustrated by Augustine’s original proposal of signum as a gen-

eral notion. The famous medieval dispute over nominalism, all unwittingly, Augustine 
presaged with his begging of the question of how to overcome the ancient dichotomy 
between the causal relations linking natural phenomena to the things of which they are 
signs and the imagin ary relations linking cultural phenomena to the things of which they 
are “signs”. For if it is not sufficient to propose a common term for diverse phenomena 
in order to establish or reveal a nature truly common within the diversity, we can see 

those views. At least it is impossible to entertain the illusion that McKeon’s translation makes the 
original in any measure superfluous.

43 Peirce 1909: CP 1.27. See in Chapter 10 below, p. 325f., remarks on the “essence of Nominalism”.
44 This in fact was exactly the view of Mortimer J. Adler, who differed by neither jot nor tittle from 

Ockham’s position on relations — which is the heart of nominalism. “That which is a non-entity is 
non-existent. Relations do not exist as such; they do not constitute a mode of being; when two entities 
are related — whether they are related as knower and known, as father and son, as double and half, or 
any other way — the relation exists entitatively as an accident in each of the relata. It does not exist 
as something in between them, not inhering in either of them. There is, in short, no inter-subjective mode 
of being; for everything that exists exists either as a subject (i.e., a substance) or in a subject (i.e., an 
accident)” (Adler 1968: 582; cf. Adler 1976).

45 See, in Chapter 4 above, p. 93 above.
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that, without facing the question (without realizing it), Augustine left to his posterity 
the question of whether any general doctrine of signs or “sem iotics” would not be a 
mere nominalism.

John of Salisbury is reported to have complained about the problem of universals 
that “one never gets away from this question. The world has grown old discussing it, 
and it has taken more time than the Caesars consumed in conquering and governing the 
world.” I have not been able to track down the report; but I did find Salisbury complain-
ing46 of his old professors and friends that “they remained involved in and occupied with 
the same questions whereby they had used to stir their students”, but “did not seem to 
have progressed as much as a hand’s span.” His is the typical complaint of the man of 
affairs about the philosophers. Sometimes it is just. But in this case it would have helped 
if the complainer had understood the true dimensions of the problem. For John of Salis-
bury, merely being a man of affairs is not excuse enough; for his ability as a philosopher 
was considerable, and it was up to him to make time enough in his affairs sufficiently to 
realize that ability in matters upon which he chose to venture public comment.

Abaelard, however, saw quite clearly that the “problem of universals” considered 
in relation to the problem of the being proper to signs opens up the whole vista of the 
problem of nonbeing, even though we do not find that he himself would explore that 
vista by tracing, as we will see Poinsot finally do four cen turies later, the dependence of 
understanding upon sense to its root in the action of signs, and the possibility of the ac-
tion of signs to its root in the singular being of relation whence the sign derives its con-
stitutive indifference to subjective provenance.47 For once it has been recognized that 
there is signification within language as well as in the world of nature,48 in other words, 
once we recognize that the sign in its being transcends the “opposition” or difference 
between the orders of language (and thence through culture generally) and physical 
nature, we need to take account of a surprising consequence:49

For when the subjects existing in nature are destroyed, if someone speaks the name 
“rose” or “lilly”, even though the things named no longer exercise a signification, yet 
the signification within the understanding is not reduced to nothing, because the un-
derstanding continues to signify whether the thing exists or does not exist any longer.

The signification nature achieves in the world of things is transitory, whereas that 
which the understanding achieves through language endures. But for this, nonbeing 

46 John of Salisbury 1159: 100.
47 See, in Chapter 10, “The Vindication of Augustine”, p. 364ff. At the same time, without pushing 

the problem of the being proper to signs to a fundamental resolution in terms of the type itself “signum”, 
Abaelard introduces a number of distinctions and reversals of standpoint concerning the problem 
of distinguishing various tokens of signs that, without advancing the fundamental problematic of the 
possible unity of a doctrine of signs, are quite important in their own right and further testify, were 
such testimony needed, to the rich field for future workers that the texts of Abaelard provide. Some 
of these subordinate semiotic points were first indicated in our day by Eco et al. (1986), and have been 
further fleshed out in the work of Meier-Oeser 1997: 43–50.

48 Abaelard himself (i.1135–1137: 111) puts the point conversely: “Est autem significare non solum 
vocum, sed etiam rerum”.

49 Abaelard, a.1118#1: “Rerum ... significatio transitoria est, intellectus vero permanens. Destructis 
enim rebus subiectis, si quis hoc nomen proferat ‘rosa’ vel ‘lilium’, licet rerum quas nominabit, 
significationem iam non teneant, significatio intellectuum non vacuatur, quia sive res sit, sive non, 
intellectus semper constituuntur.”
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needs to be seen in its oppositional complementarity50 with being. As we will see, this is ex-
actly what Aquinas will achieve in his understanding of the terms in Latin, ens reale and 
ens rationis.51 Yet the problem is already clearly indicated here in Abaelard’s writing, and 
it is a profound semiotic problem indeed.

The Sic et Non (c.1122) of Peter Abaelard 
and the Sentences (c.1150) of Peter Lombard

We pass over Abaelard’s amazing Dialogue between a Philosopher, a Jew, and a Chris-
tian because it is unfinished and we do not know where Abaelard wished to take it. Too 
bad not only that it was left unfinished but also that the author did not add a Muslim to 
the dialogue, to give us a fuller picture of the situation of his time. Perhaps it was a little 
early for the Latins to yet take seriously this third variety of Western believer, despite 
their dominance in Spain up to 1492!

Abaelard’s Sic et Non
But there is no passing over Abaelard’s Sic et Non, a collection begun perhaps as 

early as 1122, and worked on possibly as late as 1142. The first mention of it is in a let-
ter sent in 1140 to St. Bernard of Clairvaux, always Abaelard’s nemesis, from William of 
St. Thierry.52 Thierry advises Bernard of a suspicious book secretly being circulated by 
Abaelard among his partisans. How did it influence the Latin Age, since it disappeared 
thereafter from history until 1836, when Victor Cousin (1792–1867) found a manuscript 
copy in a library at Avranches?53 One can only suspect that the influence came through 
the sanitized Sentences of Peter Lombard, who was a student of Abaelard and called the 
Sic et Non his breviary.

What was the Sic et Non? The title means “Thus, and To the Contrary”, “Yes and 
No”. It posed 157 questions, including ones bearing on the fundamentals of Christian 
belief. Under each question, arranged in two columns, were contrary or contradictory 
quotations (sometimes from the same source) on the same point at issue, drawn from 
the Bible, the Fathers of the Church, and pagan classics. The oppositions were too na-
ked. Even the insouciant Abaelard did not dare to put the book into open circulation at 
the time.

Lombard’s Sentences
In 1150 a similar work appeared, the Sententiarum libri IV, “Four Books of Opin-

ions”. Peter Lombard presented the compilation of patristic quotations in a less tenden-
tious array. What he did was to take materials from “his breviary”, the Sic et Non, and 
reorder them in a manner congenial to the religious orthodoxy of the time, “based”, 
as O’Meara says,54 “upon the concatenation of articles in the creed.” The term “sen-
tentiae” is usually transliterated rather than translated when the work is referred to in 
English, and combined with the editor’s name so as to give the impression that he were 
the author, thus: The Sentences of Peter Lombard. But the “sentences” in this title means 

50 See Deely 1985: EA 465(c)–466, esp. 466n107; then also 481–485.
51 See Chapter 8, “Nonbeing in Latin Philosophy”, p. 266ff.
52 In Cousin Ed. 1836: clxxxvii.
53 The scholarly story of this discovery from Cousin’s time to the present is best told in the 

“Introduction” to the critical edition of Sic et Non by Boyer and McKeon 1976–1977: 1–6.
54 O’Meara 1997: 54.
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“opinions”; and the opinions are not those of Lombard, but are selections taken from 
the writings of the Fathers of the Church — those early Christian writers, as we have 
already had occasion to mention, who, from the first century to the death of Augustine 
and after, had formulated and shaped the religious and doctrinal con scious ness of the 
Christian Church. The four books, thus, are an anthology of the views of these writers, 
but an anthology conscientiously constructed to channel even conflicting opinions to-
ward the support of orthodox conclusions. By substituting this orthodox conscientious-
ness for the doctrinal contentiousness of Abaelard’s Sic et Non, even while using much of 
the same materials, Lombard ensured a favorable reception for his work. In place of the 
consternation Abaelard loved to engender, Lombard’s presentation was received with 
grateful enthusiasm.

For the need for such a work was enormous. The socio-cultural organization of the 
Latin West had reached a kind of saturation point which made the crystallization of a 
structure of higher learning inevitable. As Aristotle’s literary corpus provided a rational 
content for that structure on the part of philosophy, so the anthology of Lombard per-
formed a similar service on the side of religious thought. And as the logically refined 
tools of intellectual criticism were put to work on the analysis of and commentary upon 
the works of Aristotle, so these same tools were put to work in the same way on the 
compilation of views Lombard had assembled. These views, remember, crystallized the 
faith and aspirations not of individual men, but of representatives of the devel opment of 
the Christian consciousness of a believing community. The manner in which Abaelard 
on his own inclined to present them invited wrath. Yet the need for some kind of sum-
mary compilation such as Abaelard first had effected was enormous.

In Migne’s 19th century edition of the Fathers, the Patrologiae Cursus Completus fills 
an entire wall with books floor to ceiling. The Series Latina alone (customarily abbrevi-
ated PL, for Patrologia Latina) runs to two-hundred-twenty-one large volumes, and the 
Series Graeca (or PG, for Patrologia Graeca) adds one-hundred-sixty-six more volumes 
equally large. Imagine the enthusiasm for a work purporting to distill this enormous 
mass of three-hundred-eighty-seven volumes down into one or two volumes of “the es-
sential passages” for ready consump tion!

This was the situation of Lombard’s Sentences. So popular was Lombard’s work that 
Roger Bacon (c.1220–1292), self-styled as “the only seer in the country of the blind”,55 
captiously com plained that it had replaced the Scriptures.56 But the acceptance of Lom-
bard’s work easily (and understandably) triumphed at the time over such objections. The 
Sentences became the staple for graduate work in theology, and the way to get the med i-
eval doctorate was by writing a Commentary on the Sentences. Whence, including one by 
Thomas Aquinas and two by Duns Scotus, such Expositiones or Commen tar iae in IV libros 
sententiarum accumulated in the later centuries of the Latin Age. Over four thousand 
have actually been counted surviving in European libraries.

Without Aristotle, without Lombard, the medieval universities would have taken 
shape about when they did anyway. But how their curricula would have been shaped in 
that case we could only guess. As it was, they took the philosophical shape of the Aristo-
telian system and the theological shape of the Sentences of Peter Lombard. It could have 
been otherwise; but in either case it was not a bad beginning.

55 Obiter in Maloney 1988: 12; see also Crowley 1950: 196.
56 This remark may be a little unjust to Bacon, yet one cannot avoid thinking that, had it been his 

Opus Maius or Opus tertium in the place of Lombard’s Sentences, Bacon’s complaint on the score would 
have gone unvoiced. See Chapter 9 below, p. 304.
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Chapter 7

enTeR aRisToTle, c.1150

Three names defined the Golden Age of ancient Greek philosophy: Socrates, c.469–
399bc; Plato, c.428–348/7bc; and Aristotle, 384–322bc. Plato was a student of Socrates. 
Aristotle, in turn, born when Plato was 43, became a student of Plato, and studied for 
some twenty years in Plato’s Academy before founding his own school, the Lyceum.

Like Pythagoras, both Plato and Aristotle had esoteric and exoteric teachings. But, 
by a perversity of history, in the case of Plato only the polished exoteric writings sur-
vived, while in the case of Aristotle, since at least the time of Cicero (106–43bc), we 
have access only to the rough esoteric works, his lecture notes, as it were. As a further 
perversity of history, Plato and Socrates were known to the Latin Age mainly by legend 
and through the indirect source of Stoic and Augustinian Neoplatonism. As we saw in 
Chapter 2 above, it was through Arabic Islam, not at all through the once-Roman now-
Greek empire of Byzantium headquartered in Constantinople, that Aristotle complete 
came late unto the Latin scene.

Plato whole would enter on the Latin stage, too, but not until the mid-15th century 
when Turkish Islam would make of the Greek scholars of Constantinople refugees from 
conquest. By then the Latin course was set, and the many avenues of divergence distin-
guishing the thought of Aristotle from that of Plato as his teacher are far more impor-
tant to understanding both the course of the Latin Age and the eventual rise of science 
in the modern sense afterward than are the points of agreement that Greek Neopla-
tonism (and Boethius in unrealized intention) had sought to highlight, if not fabricate.

In this chapter, we hearken back to what, in the mid-12th century, more or less sud-
denly broke into the Latin ken, changing forever the interpretive horizon of the Latin 
Christian civilization that had developed in the original lands of the former Roman 
empire. To understand Aristotle on his own terms is to go so far beyond Platonic and 
Neoplatonic cosmology that it would be far more accurate to regard Plato as a prenote 
to Aristotle, than to regard Aristotle as a footnote to Plato, à la Whitehead.1 When 
we consider the distinction between science as cenoscopic and science as ideoscopic, 
and the dependency of the latter upon the former both for interpretive framework and 
maturation over time, the safest general characterization of scientific tradition overall 
is that it consists in fleshing out Aristotle’s departures from Plato. For in fact, as Peirce 
would introduce postmodernity by seeing,2 the history of science and philosophy from 
ancient times to the end of modernity largely consisted of a filling in of the details of 
the system of the world Aristotle had outlined. Not until the inner lining of knowledge 
itself became the focus of inquiry, on a footing with (yet without sacrificing) the inquiry 

1 Whitehead 1929: 63; p. 39 in the corrected reprint of 1979: “The safest general characterization 
of the European philosophical tradition is that it consists of a series of footnotes to Plato.”

2 Peirce c.1898: CP 1.1.
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into outer nature, and indeed not until Peirce himself set his hand to the matter at the 
turn of the 20th century, will we encounter again such a system as that which Aristotle 
achieves, most notably in the medieval resumption of his work by Albert the Great and 
Thomas Aquinas, as we will see in Chapter 8 following.

Here let us look at Aristotle as he will be introduced to these Latin gentlemen in the 
late 12th and early 13th century.

Aristotle (384–322Bc)
From the outset, Aristotle does not land so clearly on one side of the opposition of 

Parmenides to Heraclitus as Plato did. The idea that reality was to be found elsewhere 
than in the physical surroundings was not acceptable to Aristotle. He thought indeed 
that reality might be found elsewhere as well as in the sensible world. But he rejected 
the notion that reality might be found only elsewhere. He, more than Plato, took up di-
rectly the original challenge to discover the nature of the physical world, the challenge 
of “wonder about things”, and his books titled the Physics express the core of his system.

With Parmenides, Aristotle agreed that human understanding by intellectual means 
could reach a grasp of reality in unchanging aspects. But with Heraclitus he agreed 
that change is also something real, and that whatever reality may be, it must be found 
within, not just behind or beyond, the sensible. But how to respond to the saying of 
Parmenides:3 “For never will this be proved, that things that are not are”? In a nutshell, 
anticipating the medieval development of the theory of analogy, Aristotle’s answer was 
that “being is said in many ways, not in one”;4 whence being may be said of being and 
nonbeing alike, but of the former as actual and the latter as potential.

What Philosophy Is Primarily Called On To Account For
To begin with, setting aside for the moment Parmenides’ flat denial of change, Aris-

totle pointed out that neither the monists nor the dualists who accept change succeed in 
explaining it. The dualists explain away quantitative and qualitative or “developmental” 
change in favor of change of place (rearrangement of atoms) as the only “real” change. 
But what this change consists in they presuppose rather than explain. Thus, Democritus, 
whom Aristotle seems to regard as the most profound of his pre de cessors in proposing 
to explain the environmental world according to its proper being (whatever that might 
be), “explains” the coming to be, development, and movement of bodies on the basis of 
a re ar rangement of atoms in space. But a rearrangement of atoms is an instance of local 
motion, or motion in space; and this is already an instance of change. Hence the atomists 
beg the question: instead of telling us what change is, they tell us that change of position 
or place is the only real change.

But the monists do exactly the same thing. Whether they “explain” change in the 
sensible world by “con den  sation and rarefaction” or by the expulsion of opposites finite 
or infinite in number, they, too, presuppose rearrangement, movement or change in 
place, rather than explain change. They too beg the question.

3 Cited by Aristotle (from Parmenides c.475bc) in Book 14 (c.348/7bc) of his Metaphysics, 1088b36.
4 Aristotle c.348/47bbc, Physics I, ch. 2, 185a21: “‘is’ is used in many senses”; also c.348/47dbc, 

Metaphysics, IV, ch. 2, 1003b5–11: “there are many senses in which a thing is said to be”. Also c.330cbc, 
Metaphysics, Book VII, ch. 1, 1028a10: “There are several senses in which a thing may be said to ‘be’”; 
also XI, ch. 2, 1060b32 “being has many senses and is not used in one only”. And c.330bbc De Anima, 
I, ch. 5, 410a13: “The word ‘is’ has many meanings”.
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Heraclitus is, in a sense, even worse. He makes no effort at all either to explain away 
or to explain change. He simply affirms it. Change for him is the presupposition, not the 
experience to be explain ed, the datum explanandum. Change is reality, fire its best and 
clearest image.

Parmenides alone explains away change without presupposing any change. Dem-
ocritus, the dualists, generally explain away all changes but one, movement in space, 
which they presuppose. Parmenides presupposes nothing. He points clearly and directly 
to the contradiction involved in all change, any change: nonbeing comes to be, being 
ceases to be. The case is no different than the square circle. If this be change, then 
change cannot be. Democritus, by contrast with Parmenides, is a piker. He explains away 
only qualitative and developmental change, while presupposing change of place as the 
basis of his explaining away. Heraclitus, by contrast with Parmenides, is a profligate. He 
explains nothing, but celebrates only change to infinity. Parmenides is intel lectual sobri-
ety itself: who cannot remove the seeming contradiction from the appearance of change 
has no right to affirm its reality, and the obligation to deny its possibility.

Possibility, “potentiality”, is the point exactly on which Aristotle seizes. His argu-
ment is as obvious as was Darwin’s argument that the fittest survive, and equally unno-
ticed by those before and around him. Being, he noted, and nonbeing, have not only the 
full sense of unconfined actuality on the one hand and nothing at all on the other hand. 
They have also a partial sense: limited actuality in the case of being, and relative unreal-
ity in the case of nonbeing. The human infant is a potential geometer, but will have to 
mature and study to become a geometrician actually. The human infant is a potential 
adult, but actually only a child of four years. So we need not dive into a contradiction in 
affirming changeable being, we need only recognize that, to be changeable, a being per-
force mixes potentiality with actuality, and conversely, in an ever-changing ratio. Every 
actuality gives rise to new and further potential ities, and every potentiality restricts and 
closes down some actuality or aspect of actuality.

With this distinction between the potential (relative nonbeing) and the actual 
(limited or relative being) made within the concept of being as unlimited or pure 
actuality versus the concept of nonbeing as what does not in any sense exist, Aristotle 
finds himself in a position to identify a common denominator of all change, without 
any need to explain change away absolutely (à la Parmenides) or even reductively and 
relatively to local motion (à la Democritus and the dualists or the dynamic pluralists 
and monists alike after Thales).5 Change, says Aristotle, be it local motion or devel-
opmental or initiative, is “the act of a being in potency insofar as it is in potency.” But 
to understand the interplay between potency and act in the reality of finite being, we 
need a sophisticated analysis of the varying respects under which a given being is from 
one point of view “actual” and from another “potential”. In other words, we need to 
examine and analyze the manner in which one being depends on other beings in being 
what it is.

5 They presuppose motion in space, then so construct their theories that all other change reduces 
to this. But real change, nov elty in the universe, they explain away, reducing it to motion in space (or 
rearrangement of particles). For example (Aristotle c.355bc On the Heavens Book 3, 305b1): “What the 
followers of Empedocles and Democritus do, though without observing it themselves, is to reduce the 
generation of elements out of one another to an illusion. They make it a process of excretion from a 
body of what was in it all the time — as though generation required a vessel rather than a material — so 
that it involves no change of anything.”
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The Datum Explanandum
What a successful philosophy of nature requires from the outset is an analysis of 

causality adequate to the phenomenon to be explained, namely, the intelligible possi-
bility of change itself. In the case of the phys ical environment, we need to account not 
only for motion in space (change of place), but for the replacement of one indi vidual by 
another (substantial change), and for the process of development whereby an individual 
both grows (quantitative change) and matures (qualitative change). As it turns out, not 
only “being” but also “change” and “cause” must be “said in many ways”.

A Scheme of Causality Adequate to the Datum
A cause is that upon which something depends in being. If the something is an in-

dividual, there is not only the question of the cause of the generation, the efficient cause; 
there is also the question of what the individual is made out of, the material cause; and 
the question of what makes it to be this kind of individual (a horse say, or a human be-
ing) rather than some other kind, the formal cause; and there is the question of how it 
develops from an initial to a mature state, from a seed to a full-grown organism of that 
type, the final cause. Were it only a question of moving things around in space, efficient 
causality in a diminished form — like a shove — would be enough. But to explain, along 
with beginning and ceasing to be, growth and development — quan ti ta tive and qualita-
tive change as well as local motion — we need cause in this fourfold sense.

We shall see that when, in the later Latin Age, philosophers began to turn their 
attention more directly to so-called epistemological questions (that is to say, noetic ques-
tions, questions concerning the nature and extent of human know ing) than to the ancient 
ontological questions of physics, it was found necessary to introduce several refinements 
expanding the original fourfold to an eightfold scheme.6 But for questions of phys i-
cal as distinct from cognitive change, there is no need here to go into these elabo ra-
tions, beyond noting their necessity, since details of this forgotten chapter of intellectual  

6 In Aristotle’s original scheme, remember, the factors identified were the agent or efficient cause; 
that upon which the agent acts, or material cause; the result in or response of the material correlated 
with the action of the agent, called the formal cause; and the pattern of development which an effect 
once produced exhibits over time, called its “final cause”. Thus were derived the famous “four causes” 
required for the investigation of nature. But to explain artifacts and cultural phenomena generally, 
later thinkers found it further necessary to distinguish, first, between the original formal cause as 
intrinsic to the effect, and an extrinsic formal cause according to which, as a pattern or plan, such an 
internal formal cause might be introduced into matter by an intelligent agent, adding the exemplary or 
ideal cause as a fifth type of cause to the original four; and to distinguish, second, between the original 
final cause as the intrinsic pattern according to which a given effect sustains itself over time, and an 
extrinsic final cause representing the intention according to or purpose for which the artisan designs 
the material structure in the form that he or she gives it (as a fork is a certain ideal form embodied in 
a suitable material for conveying food to the mouth speared if desired), adding the extrinsic final cause 
as a sixth type of cause to the original four. But the extrinsic formal cause as distinguished from the 
intrinsic formal cause, it turns out, is itself twofold, in one case as providing a pattern for fabrication, 
and in another case as specifying cognition as an awareness of this rather than that object or aspect 
of an object, adding objective or specificative cause to the original four. Extrinsic formal and final causes 
bring the original four to six; extrinsic formal causes further divided into exemplary and specificative 
bring the six to eight.

To understand this last distinction of extrinsic formal causality, consider how laws work in society 
(insofar as they do work): by the extrinsic specificative formal causality which the scholastics also called 
“objective”. By contrast, so-called “role models” are exercising rather the extrinsic exemplificative 
formal causality which the scholastics also called “ideal”.
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history we shall run across in due course.7 Suffice to say that where and why the refine-
ments are necessary becomes most apparent when one comes to discuss the action of 
signs (“Thirdness”) in its contrast to interactions of environmental things as physical 
(“Secondness”)8 upon which Aristotle mainly focused.

His original causal scheme is clearest in the case of organisms, which indeed was 
Aristotle’s principal interest; yet he considered rightly that it applies as well to all parts 
of the physical envi ron ment, inorganic as well as organic. The notions of efficient cause 
as the agency productive of an effect, of material cause as that upon which an agent acts 
to produce its effect, and formal cause as the unity of the effect as something distinct 
from the agent, are notions that do not normally lead to serious misunderstandings. 
By contrast, the one type of causality in this original scheme that has proved the most 
prob lematic, or at least the most often misunderstood, is so-called “final causality”, also 
called teleol ogy.

Usually teleology is miscon strued as some force or pattern external to the organ-
ism, as when it is alleged that the final cause of grass is to provide food for cows, or that 
the final cause of cows is to provide steaks for restaurants. But this misunderstanding 
is gross and total. By “final cause” Aristotle meant originally no agency external to the 
organism, but the very pattern of growth and development that it typically exhibits — 
the relation of a substance in its initial state (from the moment of “generation”) to that 
same substance in its mature state (or up to the moment of “corruption”); and this sense 
of “final cause” can hardly be denied. In modern biology, where later theological notions 
of teleology were confused with Aristotle’s original notion of final cause, the original 
notion has been effectively reintroduced with the designation teleonomy.

A Lair for Later Nonsense: from Teleology to Teleonomy
Given the importance of terminology in philosophy, some rectification in particular 

of terms in the area of so-called “final causality” or “teleology” as original terms for the 
study of “goal-oriented” natural processes   is in order. Ancient discourse about the heav-
ens, indeed, up to the very end of the Latin Age and even into early modern times, was 
collectively a kind of indiscriminate mixture of unverifiable anthropo mor phic assertions 
about celestial “influences” together with the compilation of detailed observations, calcu-
la tions, and tables of actual movements traced by celestial bodies. Around the middle of 

7 For a synoptic summary of the Latin discussions on efficient, material, intrinsic formal, and 
extrinsic exemp lary formal caus al ity, see Poinsot 1633: Questions 10–13, 197a11–287b43, where, 
however, extrinsic specificative formal causality (“objective causality”) is mentioned only in response 
to an objection confusing it with exemplary causality (at 245a24–43, and 247a7–14).

The discussion of formal causality as extrinsic specification is to be found mainly as follows: in 
Poinsot 1632: Q. 17, Arts. 5–7, 595b25–608b7 (included in the electronic but not in the print edition 
of the Treatise on Signs), Q. 21, Arts. 4 and 5, 670a11–693a31, and Q. 22, Arts. 1–4, 693a34–715a21 
(=Treatise on Signs, Book I, Questions 4 and 5, and Book II, Questions 1–4, respectively); and in Poinsot 
1635 — i.e., in the context of his discussion of cognitive organisms in the biological treatises — Q. 6., 
Arts. 2–4, 177b1–198a16, Q. 8, Art. 4, 265b1–271b20, Q. 10, Arts. 1–5, 295b1–339a45, Q. 11, Arts. 1 
and 2, 344b1–366b34.

Notice that the contexts in which these questions mainly arise are generally biological and noetic 
contexts, whence they inevitably come to a focus also in contexts specifically semiotic (Poinsot 1632a: 
Book I, Questions 4 and 5; Book II, Questions 1-4), where it is not too much to say that some of the 
most difficult and extended passages in Poinsot’s attempt to systematize the foundations of semiotic 
inquiry arise from the need to make this heretofore peripheral topic of natural inquiry central to the 
establishment of a doctrine of signs.

8 See Deely 1991; ii94a: 151–182.
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the modern period, the latter sort of study came to eschew mythical, unveri fi a ble, and 
especially anthropomorphic thinking about the heavens. Sober observers adopted the 
simple term, “astronomy”, as the appellation for scientific celestial studies and aban-
doned the original umbrella term “astrology” to those persisting in the pursuit of simply 
imaginable connections between stars, planets, and human life as their primary concern.

The history of the term “teleology”, by contrast, exhibits a different pattern. In the 
writings of Aristotle, the notion was proposed as a sober term referring to the develop-
mental processes in substances, organisms in particular. Subsequently the term came to 
be used, or abused, as a label for facile claims by theologians (especially in the early to 
mid-modern period) to discern divine interven tions and intentions in natural processes, 
including natural disasters (a practice of religious thought hardly new, but one which 
reached a kind of climax in the centuries immediately before Darwin). Whence in the 
very period when astronomy was dissociating itself from astrology, sober notions of 
teleology were entombed in excessive anthropomorphic thinking. As a consequence, by 
late modern times the very term itself, “teleology”, carried so much baggage extrane-
ous to its authentic use in Aristotle that it came to be discredited and abandoned as the 
scientific study of nature and organisms advanced.

But some natural processes, especially in the development of biological organisms, 
become vir tu al ly unthinkable other than as realizations of stages in natural patterns 
or “plans” (in von Uex küll’s term). And so even the most hard-headed and positivistic 
of the late modern biologists found it necessary to follow Pittendrigh’s lead and to re-
open, around his newly coined term “teleonomy”,9 the sober debate launched, in fact 
(such noted historians of modern biology as Pittendrigh himself, followed by Mayr and 
others, to the contrary notwithstanding), by Aristotle’s Physics and biology in the 4th 
century bc. Cutting through the typically modern anti-Aristotle rhetoric, we may say 
that the terminological move from “teleology” (abandoned to those given to excessively 
anthropomorphic thinking about nature) to “teleonomy” in the 20th century (as the new 
term coined for reference to verifiably developmental processes occurring in nature) is 
an excellent and long over due development, paral lel ing in the study of living beings the 
separation after the 17th century of “astronomy” as a scientific notion from the earlier 
umbrella use of “astrology” to cover indiscriminately mythological, religious, magical, 
and scientific notions about the heavens.

Chance Events
Part and parcel with Aristotle’s doctrine of causality was his doctrine of chance. He 

is unique in the history of philosophy for having given the first coherent account of 
chance events, an account that will be elaborated on and incorporated into postmodern 
thought by Charles Peirce using the label of Tychism. For the Aristotelian account of 
chance will become all the more important after the discovery of evolution in the physi-
cal universe, when an explanation of how lines of causality come to deviate from their 
proper paths becomes crucial.

For Aristotle the chance event is not something uncaused simply speaking, but rath-
er an event which results from the intersection of two or more independent causal lines. 
Each line of causality has its own proper causality, but when they happen to intersect the 
resulting event has no proper causality of its own. A meteor traveling through space has 
its path determined by quite a precise series of causes. The earth, in turn, revolving in its 
orbit, has its path determined by quite a precise series of causes. The paths may cross in 

9 Pittendrigh 1958.
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such a way that the meteor collides with earth. But the actual collision itself is a chance 
event, that is, an event determined by a series of causes external to itself. Again, a moth 
out looking for food and a bat out looking for food may happen to meet. Should they 
do so, the encounter is at the moth’s peril, for moths are food to bats. The moth looking 
for food and the bat looking for food are two independent and intrinsically determined 
causal lines. But their intersection, turning this individual moth into food for this indi-
vidual bat, was not something predetermined within either line. The intersection is a 
chance event, a matter of bad luck for the moth and good luck for the bat.

The chance event, thus, is neither unintelligible nor “uncaused” within the context 
of the interac tion of substances, yet it has no proper cause, no intelligibility of its own 
except, as it were, exter nally, in relation to the intersecting of independent causal lines. 
Each of these independent lines of causality is intrinsically intelligible apart from the 
other and from the chance event; and they must intersect in order for the chance event 
to occur. The chance event thus is not uncaused simply, but it is caused only indirectly. 
Lying at and arising precisely from the intersec tion, the chance event lacks an intrinsic 
determinism; but it is nonetheless determined by the overall pattern of substantial inter-
actions which make up the physical world.

Neither Monism Nor Dualism but “Trialism”: 
The Triad of Matter as Potency, Form as Act, and Privation (What Could Be,  
What Is, and the Bodily Accumulation of Destabilizing Modifications)

Besides his elaboration of the notion of causality and his corollary explanation of 
chance, Aristotle also clarified the question of the num ber of factors or principles neces-
sary to explain change as novelty in the universe. “Con strain ed as it were by the truth 
itself”,10 Aristotle noted that his predecessors who acknowl edged change had appealed 
to contraries, that is to say, opposites, in their attempts to explain change. For ex ample, 
a body passes from cold to hot, wet to dry, young to old, etc., all conditions or states 
which are mutually ex clus ive: a thing cannot be at one and the same time both wet and 
dry under the same aspect. Change always involves contraries, and contraries are condi-
tions or states or characteristics which exclude one another, which come to be only by 
making the other cease to be. When a change occurs, something becomes what it was 
not, and what it was not it now is: it is no longer possible to avoid Parmenides objection 
that change involves non-being, but the answer is that it does not involve non-being 
simply or absolutely!

Aristotle distinguishes principles from causes: a thing depends in its being on causes, 
but change proceeds also from principles without a dependency in being. A thing de-
pends in being on what it is, not on what it isn’t; but what the thing isn’t is presupposed 
for the possibility of the thing becoming other than what it now is. Principles constitute 
the intelligible framework or conditions of change; the actual factors productive thereof 
are causes. Thus every cause is a principle as well, but not every principle is an actual 
cause. Contraries are the principles of change, for example, but only one of them is a 
cause in a given case. For “A” which has the property “C” of being heal thy to become 
instead sick, the one condition or property “B” of sickness must displace the other. “A” 
must be lacking a state “B” in order to change to that state, but “A” does not depend 
in its being on what it lacks (otherwise it would not be).11 What a being has or is, is a 

10 Aristotle c.348/7bc: Physics Book 1, 188b30.
11 Aristotle c.348/7bc: Physics Book 1, 192a4: “Now we distinguish matter and privation, and hold 

that one of these, namely the matter, accidentally is not, while the privation in its own nature is not; 
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positive condi tion. What it has not or lacks is a negative condition, a condition of priva-
tion. This negative condition, however, is not a simple absence or lack. It is an alter-
native warranted only incipiently by accumulating bodily changes which work toward 
undermining the substantial form here and now “controlling” the body as a whole.

When we examine or analyze what is required for change to be possible, therefore, 
“we find in every case some thing that underlies from which proceeds that which comes 
to be”.12 At this point Aristotle’s famous distinction between potency and act must be 
introduced: a thing is not actu ally what it is potentially. The absence of a form is the pri-
vation which change presupposes. The way it actually now is, is the other contrary. And 
respecting the thing itself actually now (a human being, say), what it could be other wise 
(food, say, being digested in the belly of a lion) is the underlying third, requiring only 
the introduction into the body as it is the alterations which will force the body to “be-
come other”, to become something quite other. The situation proceeds as follows.

A given individual with all of its characteristics exists in and through a constant in-
teraction with its physical surroundings, the environment. In order to be an individual 
of a certain kind, as we have seen, there is present in act a substantial form giving unity 
and being to the individual, making it to be the kind of thing that it is. But, equipri-
mordially — that is, simultaneous with the substance and inseparable from it — there 
are present a whole series of accidental forms which at once typify and individualize 
the substance (make it this particular individual of that kind) insofar as it actually ex-
ists as part of the environment or “cosmos”. Just as the essence of the individual is the 
substantial form or act correlated with the primary matter or potency which renders the 
individual liable to being replaced in being by other kinds of things, so this “composi-
tion” of potency and act is itself a potential whole respecting the actual individuating 
characteristics determined in turn by the environmental interactions through and on 
the basis of which the substance in question actually exists as a concrete particular occu-
pying this space and time — not an abstract composite of flesh and bone, but a concrete 
particular of this flesh and these bones. “Form” here, in both dimensions (the dimension 
of the substance as a kind of thing and the dimension of that same substance as an indi-
vidual of that kind) is not a static Platonic introjection or participation of something in 
itself eternal and unchanging, remember, but is simply the actuality correlated with and 
sustained on the basis of the material dispositions which make the particular substantial 
form and combinations of accidental form possible here and now. Potentiality is not 
simply presupposed by act, it is that from which the act is educed and correlative with 
which the act is able to sustain itself (in the case of substantial form) or be sustained (in 
the case of accidental forms).

Now the dispositions of matter — the concrete potentialities of and within a given 
individual — are, taken collectively, “transcendentally relative”,13 that is, both sustained 
and modified in and by the interaction which the individual maintains perforce with its 
physical surroundings, an interaction which is constant and unavoidable. There is no 
moment of existence outside this interaction, and no moment of existence in which the 
material dispositions of the individual are not modified slightly or more than slightly by 
the forces acting upon it as an individual within the universe. But each change in bodily 

and that the matter is nearly, in a sense is, substance, while the privation in no sense is.”
12 Aristotle Physics Book 1, 190b2.
13 Recall the earlier discussion of this topic (central to the following out of “Ariadne’s Thread” 

through the Latin Age) in Chapter 3 above, p. 65, text and note 28, in anticipation of the main 
discussion here to follow, p. 147ff.
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disposition, slight or extreme, produces a correlated change in the complex of forms 
constituting the individual’s actual being. That is to say, each change in bodily condition 
creates a disposition toward a complex of forms different from the actually constitutive 
complex prior to the change in disposition. As material dispositions incline the sub-
stance toward an actuality other than what it presently is, they create in that substance 
on its potential side, as the scholastics liked to say, an “appetite” or inclination for the 
substance to become other. Thus, in the course of bodily changes, an individual ma-
tures, ages, and, at the extreme of altered bodily dispositions, dies. The bodily changes 
essential to the maturation, say, are yet “accidental” in the sense that the individual 
survives throughout their series; but the series as a whole eventually combines with yet 
other environmentally induced “accidental” changes to so dispose the body that it even-
tually can no longer sustain even its present substantial form. The “appetite for form” 
in this extreme leads to the individual’s replacement by yet other substances, which is 
what we call “death”.

The mere absence of a form is not a privation. Blindness in a stone is not a priva-
tion. Such mere absence of a form not appropriate to the dispositions of the material 
complex in question is said to be a negation, a mere absence, not a privation. A privation, 
by contrast, is the absence of a form norm ally called for by the dispositions of matter 
proper to the type of individual. Thus blindness in a mature mammal is a privation, not 
a mere negation. But what is a negation under one set of circumstances can become a 
privation under another set of circumstances. Thus, as changes are introduced into the 
body through environmental interactions, the body is correspondingly inclined to the 
eduction and sustenance of new forms, new modes of actuality; and this inclination, 
insofar as it is resisted by other circumstances and dispositions, that is to say, insofar as 
it is in any measure unsatisfied, gives rise to a privation respecting what the disposed in-
dividual for the moment is not. Thus matter and form make the individual what it here 
and now is; but privation is required for what now is to become otherwise, through and 
as a consequence of new dispositions introduced into the material substance by environ-
mental interaction — whether substantially or accidentally or both. Thus the intrinsic 
causes of change are matter and form, but they are effective as causes only in combination 
with extrinsic causes bringing about new dispositions respecting which the individual is 
momentarily deprived of the correspondingly appropriate combinations of actuality, and 
the move to satisfy that deprivation is what constitutes the change — unceasing, as we 
have seen, just as the dependence of the individual on supporting physical surroundings 
is unceasing. The causes of change, thus, are manifold, and vary with the case; but the 
principles of change are always three: matter, form, and privation.

Causes may be indefinitely many, but principles are and need only be three. Em-
pedocles in ancient thought failed to distinguish between causes and principles, and so 
posited an infinite number, rendering the world practically unknowable. Others of the 
early physicists posited too few principles. Neither monism nor dualism will do for an 
adequate philo so phy of nature; the factors involved in a changing world of “mind-inde-
pendent” or “material” physical being are always and irreducibly three.14 This is a truth 
that, as we will see, shall have to be discovered all over again when attention turns, at the 
end of the Latin Age and at the outset of Postmodern times, from the action of things 
in the physical environment to the action of signs in the environment of knowledge and 
culture, from the medieval universe of being and the modern universe of discourse con-
sidered separately to the two universes considered in their interpene tra tion.

14 See the discussion in the Physics Book 1, 189a11ff.
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Time and Space
Since Einstein, the treatment of time and space as a continuum has become a com-

monplace, if not a particularly well-understood one. It has to come as a surprise to the 
new student of Aristotle to learn that time and space for Aristotle exist in nature only 
fundamentally. Formally and actually time and space exist as the action of thought com-
pletes nature by creating in memory a series or network of relations which constitute 
the experience of time and space. Thus the “continuum of space and time” belongs 
neither to the order of being as it exists independently of the human mind nor to the 
order of what exists only as a consequence of human thinking, but exists rather objec-
tively as one of the most inti mate comminglings of mind and nature in the constitution 
of experience.

Let us begin with time, that ever mysterious “entity” in which we live out our lives. 
What is time? How does time exist? According to Aristotle, apart from any finite mind, 
there is in nature only motion and change and the temporary endurance of individuals 
sustained by their various interactions, as we will shortly consider in more detail. Enter 
mind or consciousness. Now some object changes its position or “moves in space”, and 
the mind remembers where the local motion began, sees the course of the movement, 
and notes where it terminates: the rabbit, for example, came out of that hole and ran 
behind that tree, where it is “now” hidden. The motion was not a “thing”; the rabbit 
is the “thing”. The motion exists nowhere apart from the rabbit’s actions — nowhere, 
that is, except in the memory of the perceiver which preserves as a continuous whole the 
transitory movement of the rabbit from its hole (the “before”) to the tree (the “after”).

Moreover, not all movements in nature are sudden, like a rabbit’s dart. Many basic 
natural mo tions are regular and cyclical, like the rising and setting of the sun, the phases 
of the moon, the four seasons. By taking some such cycle, say, the passage from day to 
night and back, holding it in mem o ry as a whole, and dividing it conveniently into seg-
ments, such as hours, minutes, and seconds, the mind takes what exists independently of 
the mind fundamentally, namely, movement, completes that existence by preserving in 
memory the “before” and “after” to constitute the interval “between” which the motion 
can now be said to have occurred, and, voila!, time, existing objectively. Thus time exists 
as the mind’s com pletion of what occurs in nature only as motion; but through this com-
pletion the mind provides for itself a frame of reference within which the duration of 
any particular thing can be measured. By referring erratic motions to regular motions, 
the “time” of the erratic motion can be determined. The mind-independent regularity 
selected by the mind for the purpose of the basic reference and preserved and divided 
in memory by a series of mind-dependent relations becomes both clock and time in the 
writings of Aristotle, whence his classic definition, preserved and well-understood by 
the Latins, yet as valid today as relativity theory: time is the measure of motion according to 
before and after.

And what about space? It, too, has a fundamental existence in the mind-independent 
aspects of the natural world, but acquires a formal and actual existence only through 
the activity of the mind in dividing up objectively, through a series of mind-dependent 
relations, the physical environment that is divided up according to physical differences 
among things through a series of mind-independent relations. Thus, the lion is really 
distinct from the pillar it is near, but “where” is it? To “the right” or “to the left” of the 
pillar? It is really “beside” the pillar (mind-independent relation), but whether this “re-
ally” is “to the right” or “to the left” depends on the orientation of the observer (mind-
dependent relation). Thus “being next to the pillar” may be a real relation, a physical 
feature of the environment. But “being to the right of the pillar” is a mind-dependent 
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relation enabling us to orient ourselves with respect to mind-independent lions and 
pillars.15

Thus space, like time, exists “completively” (completive) through the activity of the 
mind, pre serving in consciousness relative positions in order to constitute for itself a 
“frame of reference” within which its actions and contemplations become oriented. Nei-
ther time nor space are purely mind-independent (though they are fundamentally physi-
cal) nor purely mind-dependent (though they are formally and actually constituted by 
mind-dependent relations): they are in fact an objective mixture of mind-dependent and 
mind-independent being necessary for the mind to know “where” and “when” things 
happen in the environment. Space is fundamentally “that which surrounds” any given 
body, but organized formally through mind-dependent relations; time is fundamentally 
the motions and changes of bodies in space, but completed by the mind through mem-
ory and organized formally through mind-dependent relations referring the irregular to 
the regular for purposes of measurement and orientation in duration.

Space and time, we will shortly see, thus enter into Aristotle’s scheme of categories 
for discourse about mind-independent being as the categories, respectively, of “where” 
and “when”. Newton did no better, and a little worse, by confusing the memorative 
work of the mind which makes possible temporal measurement and spatial orientation 
alike with what exists independently of the mind or “absolute” being. Einstein did about 
as well in realizing that time and space depend for their formal actuality on relations 
constituted by the mind on the basis of motions and positions of bodies independent of 
the mind. But what are we to make of those various and multiple “individual” things that 
move and interact to make up the physical environment?

Transcendental Relativity: Substance and Inherent Accidents
Here is Aristotle’s answer, finally, to Parmenides. When we say that what is, is what 

it is, we need to understand that it is what it is not only actually but at the same time 
potentially. Things are both what they are now and what they could be under other 
circumstances. And, since circumstances are always changing, so is being. In the Latin 
Age, account would be taken of this fact by saying that the individual exists relative to 
its environment, and this ordering or “transcendental relativity” is part and parcel with 
the individual’s being.

Aristotle’s technical term for the individual being or existent was substance. Indi-
viduals, or substances, he pointed out, are involved in change at two levels. Sometimes 
there is change of individuals, and sometimes there is change of individuals. That is to 
say, sometimes the indi vidual, while continuing to exist, undergoes changes; and other 
times the individual is destroyed by the changes it undergoes. When the individual sur-
vives whatever changes it undergoes, we are speaking of what Aristotle called accidental 
change. When the individual does not survive the changes it undergoes but is displaced 
by entirely new individuals (as when a man dies and the body immediately begins to be a 
mass of corruption), we are speaking of what Aristotle called substantial changes.

In every individual, there is not only the possibility of being otherwise in this or that 
par tic ular, there is also the radical possibility of not being at all, of yielding up its stuff 
to the dis po sition of the universe in the maintenance of other beings. To potentiality in 

15 In his doctrine of space, we should note, Aristotle subscribed under the term “plenum” to a 
notion of what Peirce termed rather “synechism” — a notion of continuity in nature, that there is 
no such thing as truly “empty” space, but only intervals devoid of some particular variety or other of 
material being and energy.
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general Aristotle gave the name matter. To the potentiality of the individual to change 
in this or that particular Aristotle gave the name secondary matter; while to the radical 
potentiality of the individual to not be he gave the name of primary or prime matter.

Similarly, every individual is actually some kind of thing as opposed to another, a 
“member of a species”, if you like. And every individual, however different it may be 
potentially, is actually some definite way here and now. To actuality in general Aristotle 
gave the name form. To the actuality of the individual according to type or kind he gave 
the name substantial form. To the actual charac ter is tics and traits the individual has here 
and now he gave the name acci dent al form.

When the individual undergoes change, the subject of the change is the secondary 
matter of the individual. But when the individual itself ceases to be, the subject of the 
change is the pri mary matter, which now takes on some other substantial form(s). Hence 
the saying of the Latin scholastics: corruptio unius est generatio alterius, “the corruption 
of one thing is the generation of another”. Substantial change takes place in the instant, 
while accidental change takes place in time.

The Categories of Aristotle
From this analysis Aristotle drew up his famous list of categories, by which he in-

tended an enume ration of the various ways in which anything could be said to be. Some-
thing could be said to be in itself as a distinct individual in a species, in which case it 
falls into the category of substance. Or we could speak rather not of the individual but 
of that which belongs to the individual, in which case that of which we speak falls into 
the category of accident, and this in a variety of ways. What we are speaking of may be 
an inherent characteristic or feature con sequent upon its matter, in which case we are 
speaking of its quantity. Or we may be speaking of an inherent characteristic consequent 
upon form, in which case we are speaking of some quality. Or again we may be speaking 
of what belongs to an individual only with reference to something or someone else, in 
which case we are speaking of a substance in terms of its interactions with its environment 
or of the peculiar consequences of characteristics and interactions according to which a 
substance develops links to what it itself is not, namely, its surroundings. These links are 
strictly over and above the individualities linked, intersub jec tive when both sides linked 
exist as such in nature, but always at least suprasubjective in the being proper to them as 
such. Thus, we are talking about connections between individuals and their surroundings 
which reduce neither to the characteristics on which the connec tions are based nor to 
the environmental aspects at which the connections terminate. We are talking, in short, 
about what ever falls within the category of what Aristotle came to call relation.

The Category of Relation
Plato had no developed doctrine of relation; but there is every reason to think that 

he had a very clear grasp of the difference between intrinsic characteristics of a being, 
esse in, and relation as such, esse ad. If we grant Cavarnos’ claim16 that “for Plato a rela-
tion is always a peculiar characteristic: one which a thing has ‘towards’ another”, then 
we may well suspect, from the number of passages in which the point comes up, that 
Aristotle was set to thinking about the matter from his studies with Plato.

Summary of the background in Plato
Perhaps the best way to grasp the singularity of relation insofar as Plato had posed it 

in Aristotle’s school-days at the Academy was in terms of the fact that relation is the only 

16 Cavarnos 1975: 19; but see the whole discussion of Plato’s texts, pp. 13–38.
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“individual characteristic” that somehow or somewhat eludes the principle of contradic-
tion, in that, whereas all subjective contraries exclude one another, one and the same 
thing can enter at one and the same time into contrary relations — e.g.,17 large with ref-
erence to one thing while small with reference to another. This is reminiscent, probably 
derivative from, Plato’s “puzzle of the dice” from the c.391/360 Theaetetus, where Plato 
queries how can it be that six dice, undergoing no intrinsic modification, yet exhibit at 
one and the same time the characteristics of being more than four and less than six:18

When you compare six dice with four, we say that the six dice are more than four or 
half again as many, while if you compare them with twelve the six are fewer — only half 
as many — and one cannot say anything else. ... [Yet] nothing can become greater or 
less, either in size or in number, so long as it remains equal to itself. ... [And] a thing to 
which nothing is added and from which nothing is taken away is neither increased nor 
diminished, but always remains the same in amount. ... And must we not say, thirdly, 
that a thing which was not at an earlier moment cannot be at a later moment without 
becoming and being in process of becoming?

Now these three admissions, I fancy, fight among themselves in our minds when we 
make those statements about the dice, or when we say that I, being of the height you see, 
without gaining or losing in size, may within a year be taller, as I am now, than a youth 
like you, and later on be shorter, not because I have lost anything in bulk, but because 
you have grown. For apparently I am later what I was not before, and yet have not be-
come so, for without the process of becoming either result is impossible, and I could not 
be in the process of becoming shorter without losing some of my bulk. I could give you 
countless other examples.

... To penetrate to the truth ... [the] first principle on which all that we said just now 
depends, is that the universe really is in motion and nothing else. And there are two 
kinds of motion. Of each kind there are any number of instances, but they differ in that 
the one kind has the power of acting, the other of being acted upon. From the inter-
course and friction of these with one another arise offspring, endless in number, but in 
pairs of twins. One of each pair is something perceived, the other a perception, whose 
birth always coincides with that of the thing perceived.

These remarks of Plato amply warrant Cavarnos remark19 “that Plato did not treat 
the subject of relations systematically”. And the remarks leave ample room for one 
to consider the possibility that relations are nothing more than comparisons made in 
thought, which is exactly what we will see to be the position of medieval Nominalism, 
especially posterior to William of Ockham (c.1285–1349), as we will see in Chapter 9 
and 10. Not a few, down to the end of modern times,20 in fact, have so interpreted the 
position of Plato: it is only as an appearance to me, when I compare the dice under this 
or that aspect, not at all in the dice as things, that the contrary relations arise; it is the 
famous question of appearance in thought versus reality in things: in thought there are 
individuals and there are besides relations, but in things there are only individuals.

Cavarnos, however, easily manifests the superficiality of this interpretation, pointing 
out21 that “whether the dice are appearances or things is here irrelevant”, the problem 

17 Aristotle c.360bc: Categories VI 5b36–40.
18 Plato c.391/360 Theaetetus, 154b–155c, quoted passim selectively.
19 Cavarnos 1975: 38.
20 Cavarnos 1975: 9 lists Alfred North Whitehead, Francis MacDonald Cornford, Bertrand Russell, 

and George Santayana; but this list is only partial.
21 Cavarnos 1975: 19.
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presented by the characteristics of “more” and “less” in the dice taken as things simply 
“arises there all over again” when we transfer the dice suppositionally “to the region of 
appearance”. Cavarnos then, in giving his own view,22 proceeds to point out that Plato 
has in fact brought the problem of relation to exactly the point at which his pupil, Aris-
totle, will later in his own right resume the matter:

Plato’s examination of perception throws light on the apparent paradox by bringing out 
not the distinction between “being” and “appearing to be”, but rather the distinction 
between “being in itself” and “being in relation to” [because] Plato does not place rela-
tions on the same footing as intrinsic characteristics [neither in the Phaedo nor in the 
Theaetetus nor in the Parmenides].

Thus it may be said that, just as Augustine with his treatment of sign will bequeath 
to his successors in the Latin Age “a con stantly alive, burning and inevitable problem”,23 
so Plato bequeaths to Aristotle the precursor to this later problem upon which the so-
lution to the later problem will turn out in large part to depend. Cavarnos gives us 
in his solution exactly the terms upon which Aristotle much earlier seized in order to 
thematize and resolve the peculiarity of relation as Plato had brought to our attention. 
While 1. “the essence of relation is to hold from something to something else”, Cavarnos 
remarks, cutting to the quick of the matter, 2. “with respect to its existence it inheres in” 
the subject24 (though it should rather be said25 “depends upon a characteristic inherent in 
the subject, the individual related, as we will see):

It is the first feature which distinguishes relations from intrinsic characteristics. An in-
trinsic characteristic, such as whiteness, also inheres in a thing, but the thing in which it 
inheres does not have it with reference to (pro~) another [whence it follows that in ens 
reale a thing can26 acquire or lose a relation while suffering no internal change whatever].

The systematization of relation in Aristotle
Even so, when Aristotle set about to thematize the point of difference between rela-

tion as “accidents” and those “accidents” which inherently modify the subjective being 
of substance, that is to say, when he undertook to develop, explicitly and thematically, a 
doctrine of relations wherein would appear focally this unique feature of relation in an 
ontological scheme, some measure of both the unclarity in Plato’s bequeathal and the 
distance between Plato and Aris totle as systematic philosophers may be gathered from 
the extent of the difficulty that Aristotle had to overcome in order to establish something  
like the proper contour of this “category of relation”. The details of his difficulty acquire 

22 Ibid.
23 Beuchot 1986: 26.
24 Cf. Poinsot 1632a: Second Preamble, Article 1, “Whether there exist on the side of mind-

independent being intrinsic forms which are relations”, 80/1–87/18.
25 Cavarnos’ way of speaking here reflects the common focus exclusively on the peculiarity of 

relation, i.e., the uniqueness of relation as constituting among the ways in which being can be realized 
independently of finite mind intersubjectivity as an irreducible category of ens reale, rather than on the 
singularity of relation as indifferent to the division of being as known (objective being) between ens 
reale and ens rationis by virtue of retaining unchanged its positive essence or being in both orders, which 
depending only upon surrounding circumstance and not at all on the relation itself as the unique form 
of esse ad.

26 When the relation is not one provenating from a psychological state, as we will see.
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considerable importance for the Latin Age, as we had occasion to note in the previous 
Chapter.27 We will further see that, indeed, not until late in the Latin Age was clarity 
on the matter finally, if not generally, reached by pinpointing exactly the difference be-
tween relatio secundum esse (relation as necessarily and always suprasubjective) and relatio 
realis (relation as contingently and only intermittently intersubjective).28 For the present 
context, the bare entry of Aristotle in the full extent of his surviving thought into the 
Latin consciousness, it is enough to summarize the doctrine essential to the idea of rela-
tion as belonging to a category of its own. That doctrine may be briefly stated.

In common with all other accidents, relations require a subject, a physical individual 
— that is to say, a substance — to which they belong. But whereas the other accidents 
simply belong to that subject according to their subjective rationale (as size, shape, etc.), 
relations refer the subject in which they are based through a subjective rationale to yet 
some other subject, called the terminus of the relation.

Thus, two things can be “similar” or “the same” or “different” in shape or size, for 
example. Each of the two has its own shape, each has its own size. Neither the shape nor 
the size is a relation, and both the shape and the size are in the respective individ u als. 
But the relations of simi lar i ty, sameness, or difference are only founded on what is in the 
related individuals, so that what is “in” (subjective with) the individuals, when the rela-
tion exists, becomes a fundament of or a terminus of the relation, but — and note this 
carefully: the status of the fundament as fundament and terminus as terminus, though 
identical with a feature of individual subjectivity, yet owes its further being as fundament 
or terminus to the relation itself, inasmuch as the fundament as fundament and terminus 
as terminus cease to be either fundament or terminus when the relation ceases, even 
though the “identical” subjective characteristic is directly unaffected! As such, the rela-
tions themselves are over and above, even though dependent upon, the subjective charac-
ter istics through or on the basis of which the two individuals are related. If, of two 
similar things, one is destroyed, the physical similarity ceases, even though the shape 
and the size of the one of the two not destroyed is unaffected by the destruction. For the 
one thing to have a size and shape it need only exist; but for that same thing to be simi-
lar or different respecting another, there must be another. Hence the relation properly 
speaking lies in the respect, not in the sub jec tive characteristic which founds the respect 
when the envi ron ment al circumstances allow it. And the subjective characteristic itself 
depends for being more than that (as fundament or terminus) upon the actual existence 
of the relation itself.

When it is said that the basic categorial division for Aristotle is the distinction be-
tween sub stance and accident, we may note, the assertion is 100% accurate and, as 
the subsequent history of Aristotelianism Greek, Arabic, and Latin would prove, at least 
50% (if not 90%!) misleading. For, as we will shortly see, fully half of Aristotle’s list of 
ten categories depend upon relation in its difference from those accidents which directly 
characterize or modify the substantial being of natural individuals (so called “inherent 
accidents”). In this sense, the correct understanding of relation in its proper being as 
“over and above” the beings it relates may be said to be the principal key to understand-
ing the Aristotelian categorial scheme as a whole.

Nonetheless, the differential status of relation among the accidents may be indicat-
ed even follow ing the basic traditional division of (categorial) being into what exists “in 
itself” (in se) and what exists only “in another” (in alio), provided that we understand that 

27 See Chapter 4, p. 99ff.
28 See Chapter 10, p. 358 to end of chapter.
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to exist “in another” may be understood indirectly as well as directly (a fact conveniently 
illustrated through the Latin term “in” insofar as this term may be translated in the 
sense of “within”, which is the direct sense of “depen dence on another”, or in the sense 
of “on the basis of”, which is the indirect sense of “dependence on another”), as follows:

“Being” is that which is able to exist

either “in itself” as in a subject of existence,
in which case we have a subsTance

or “in another” as a subjective characteristic
or modification of a subject, in which case we
have an acciDenT, a mode of being which
depends upon substance in order to be, either

directly, in which case we have 
an inherenT acciDenT, a part of 
the very subjectivity of the
individual unit of nature;

or indirectly, in which case we have 
reLaTion, a mode of being which 
depends upon inherent characteristics 
but which is itself not inherent but 
supra- or trans-subjective, existing 
over and above the related subject 
(the substance) with all its subjective 
characteristics (the inherent accidents)

Diagram: “being in itself” versus the two senses of “being in another”

Anticipating the ground of possibility for the action of signs: 
the hierarchy of dependency in being

Since accidents all depend upon substance in order to be, and intersubjective ac-
cidents depend upon subjective accidents in order to be, we see at once in the diagram 
above that relation is unique not only in its transcending of subjectivity as a whole but 
also in depending upon the subjectivity of substance only indirectly, while all other 
accidents depend directly upon the subjectivity of substance. So we have a hierarchy: 
relation as an accident depends upon the inherent accidents (direct modifications of 
substance) in order to be, and so indirectly upon substance itself, while in order to be 
the inherent accidents depend directly upon substance. We will see that precisely this 
indirection is what frees signs as relations from the need to belong directly to the order 
of ens reale and indeed makes possible in the first place the counterposed order of ens 
rationis within first animal perception and consequently within ens primum cognitum. But 
this is to anticipate developments in Chapters 8 and 9 following.

Beyond but not contrary to Aristotle on relation
As Aristotle’s doctrine of relation in the Greek Age goes beyond Plato’s teaching, 

though not contrary to it, so we shall see that Poinsot’s doctrine of signs as relations 
in the Latin Age goes beyond Aristotle’s teaching of relation as a category of ens reale, 
though in no sense contrary to it.

Here we anticipate, but for the sake of clarity, the main point at which the Latins 
after Boethius, inchoately in Aquinas, expressly in Poinsot, will advance the cenoscopic 
understanding of relation as an irreducible mode of being, by getting clear about what is 
not only unique but at the same time singular about the being proper to relation, to wit 
that, in order to be intersubjective, relation as a mode of being must first (logically, now, 
not necessarily temporally) and simultaneously be suprasubjective. And while intersubjec-
tivity is perforce and necessarily also suprasubjective, suprasubjectivity is not at all also 
and necessarily intersubjective.
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Here we come up against the medieval Latin insight borrowed by Brentano (if, 
unfortunately, also radically distorted in the taking) from the Latin Age philosophers:29 
what distinguishes mental events (or, as we might say, psychological states, adding ca-
thectic as well as cognitive) from the subjectivity of material realities is that the former 
necessarily while the latter only contingently (depending upon circumstance) are “of” or 
“about” something other than themselves.

What this means is that psychological states serve always to provenate or provide 
the fundament or ground of a relation as suprasubjective, whether or not that relation is 
also (again depending upon circumstances) intersubjective or not.

There is the singularity of relation: as suprasubjective in essence it not only transcends 
the subjective order tout court, it is also in its positive being indifferent to that order. 
Truly and really to be a relation, the relation in question does not have to be in the cat-
egory of relation as an instance of mind-independent being.

And so we find on the side of “being toward” contrasted with “being in” — and 
only on the side of being toward — the further distinction between being which is and be-
ing which is not independent of being apprehended by a finite mind, the very root or 
ground from which springs the difference between objective being (a) which may or 
may not be also subjective and (b) subjective being which may or may not happen to be 
apprehended but which, along with whatever intersubjectivities it may sustain, cannot 
positively be at all except insofar as it has some independence of being apprehended 
within a finite awareness.

So we see something of the importance Aristotle’s first thematization of relation as 
a mode or type of being will ultimately have for the Latin Age and for Augustine’s pro-
posal of sign as a sort of being able to transcend the opposition of nature to culture, as 
also all the other oppositions which characterize internal divisions of subjectivity as ens 
reale, notwithstanding Augustine’s own complete or near-complete ignorance of Aris-
totle’s writings. But here for the moment our more immediate task is simply to see and 
to situate relation as a category of to ojn distinct from all the other categories of to ojn.

The Basic Categorial Scheme Overall in Its Details
Not only the category of relation in particular, but the whole scheme of the cat-

egories in gen eral, was subjected to considerable analy sis among the Latins.30 It came 
to be realized that fully half the categories in Aris tot le’s full list of ten — posture, where 
(location), when, and vestition (or external attach ments) — were them selves varieties of 
the category of relation; while two more — action and passion (or undergoing an ac-
tion) — considered substance in terms of (that is to say, relative to) its interactions and 
surrounding circumstances.31

29 See Chapter 9 below, p. 340f.
30 Aristotle in fact never offered a definitive list of his categories of to ojn, but made several 

different lists, consistent with one another but enumerating more or less distinct categories. The 
list of ten was simply his longest enumeration, and the one which the Latins generally latched 
upon simply for that reason. The full list of ten can certainly be defended, but its general adoption 
inevitably led to many controversies about how many of the ten stand fully “on their own”. For a 
complete discussion of Aristotle’s own texts as presenting enumerative lists of varying length, see 
Zanatta 1989. My own view is that only six are “irreducible”: substance, quantity, quality, action, 
passion, and relation, as will appear.

31 This discussion gets highly technical, and it is not one we shall have occasion to take up in detail 
at any point. The interested reader can get a good sense of the discussion from Krempel 1952: Chap. 
XX, p. 426ff., with plenty of technical leads to follow up on.



154 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

Let us consider first the basics, then the details. A summary of the basis of the 
whole categorial scheme reduced to its bare and absolute essentials may be repre-
sented thus, upwards from the relatively more to the least independent instantiabilities 
of to ojn:

“dependency in being”:

toward another (relation)

another (inherent accidents)

itself (substance)

in

Being
as able 
to exist 

➔
➔

➔
➔

➔

Diagram: The Basic Scheme of the Categories of Aristotle: “Esse In” vs. “Esse Ad”

How, then, exactly, the nine categories of accident in counterpoint with the one 
category of substance constitute a superstructure on this basic scheme may briefly be de-
scribed as follows. An individual may be considered in its proper being as distinct from 
its surroundings insofar as it is able to exist in itself as a unified center of characteristics, 
interactions, and relations, in which case we are speaking of what falls in the category of 
substance. An individual may be considered in itself accord ing to the properties it has as 
a consequence of being a material substance, in which case we are speaking of what falls 
in the category of quantity. An individual may be considered again in itself but according 
to the properties it has as a consequence of being a specific type of material substance, 
that is, as a consequence of its form rather than its matter, in which case we are speaking 
of what falls in the category of quality. An individual may be considered as the origin of 
some behavior, in which case we are speaking of what falls in the category of action. The 
individual may be con sidered as “acted upon” by some other agent, in which case we 
are in the category of passion, that is suffering or undergoing. (Thus action and passion 
are not the relations of cause and effect but rather the foundations and terminations in 
subjectivity of those relations.32) An individual may be considered according to the way 
it positions itself (crouched, upright, supine, etc.), in which case we have the category of 
posture. An individual may be considered according to its relation to surrounding bodies 
in the environment, in which case we have the category of where or location (regardless 
of posture at that locus). An individual may be considered in its relation to preceding 
events or indi vi du als, in which case we are concerned with the category of when. Or 
an individual may be consid ered in terms of accoutrements it assumes for protection, 
decoration, or whatever purpose, in which case we are speaking of what belongs to the 
category of vestition.

The complete version of the “categorial scheme”, then, may be set forth diagram-
matically, as follows:

32 And similarly the relations themselves resulting dyadically from such causal interaction are not 
yet themselves sign-relations, although they may be subsumed into properly sign relations as triadic, as 
we shall see much later. See p. 137 note 4 in Poinsot 1632a.
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itself: Substance

simply subjectively:

another:

considered as such
in its proper being as suprasubjective: Relation

as involved in a “before-after”
sequence of events or interactions: When

as a subjective 
result or consequence 
of interaction:

in

Being

toward as external 
to the  
subject:

yet attached to it 
as adornment or 
protection: Vestition

in relation to 
surroundings:

as precisely 
constituting the 
subject's vicinity: 
Where

but according to the 
internal disposition of its 
own parts: Posture

as constituting a framework 
for interaction between or 
discourse about objects:

consequent upon matter: Quantity

consequent upon form: Quality

originating within but 
terminating outside the subject: Action

originating outside but 
terminating in the subject: Passion

Diagram: Full Scheme of the Categories of Aristotle

If we emphasize that the first five categories in this scheme enumerate what separates 
the indi vi du al from its surroundings as a distinct individual, then we are emphasizing 
the notion of subjective being or subjectivity. But if, instead, we emphasize that it is only 
through interactions with its surroundings that the subjective being or individuality of 
substance is able to maintain and develop itself, then we are emphasizing the notion that 
subjective being even in its contrast with pure relational being is nonetheless transcen-
dentally relative, that is to say, is able to exist and be understood only by the taking into 
account of what is other than itself. The point of transcendental relativity is but further 
emphasized in the structure of the categories of “vestition”, “where”, “posture”, and 
“when”; and it is seen to bear on substance itself as sustaining and originating the variet-
ies of accident as soon as we recall that the individual must be understood in terms of its 
compositive principles, the agencies of its generation as well as of its sustenance, and, as 
Aquinas in particular will argue centuries later in developing the doctrine of creation,33 
in terms of the one-sided relation whereby all finite being depends upon God without 
God in turn having any dependency upon finite being.

General Purpose of the Scheme of Categories
Categorial schemes play an important role in the historical development of philo-

sophical understanding, and therefore it is of the utmost importance to have a clear un-
derstanding of the purpose of Aristotle’s scheme. It was the capstone, or finishing touch, 
in reply to Parmenides. Not content to note, in general, that being, that which is what it 

33 See, in Chapter 8 below, “The Reasoning of the Five Ways”, p. 187ff.. Further relevant, though 
beyond the present context, is the discussion of the empty (to the point of inane) opposition late 
modern religious fundamentalists seek to promote between “Creationism vs. Evolutionism”: see Deely 
2001: Chap. 11, 506f.
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is, can be “said many ways”, Aristotle goes on to enumerate specifically what those ways 
are. And the being he is talking about is precisely being as we find it in experience but as 
able to be apart from the experience through and in which we learn of it. The categories 
are the list of terms that can be predicated “univocally” — that is, with a single sense — 
of features of the physical environment as such. Thus the categories serve a twofold end: 
first, they enumerate the modes or ways in which mind-independent being (ens reale) can 
be realized, while secondarily (only secondarily) they can be employed within logic for 
identification of subjects and predicates of propositions.

How Mathematics Applies to the Physical Environment
His doctrine of categories provides Aristotle with a way to explain the applicability 

of mathe mat ics to physical objects without having to accept some version of a Pythag-
orean-Platonic doc trine that the intel li gible objects of mathematics belong as such to 
the mind-independent order of physical being. As we have seen, material substances are 
complexes or “composites” of a variety and various levels of potentialities and actualities, 
in which the most fundamental level is the level of primary matter and substantial form. 
Now the accident of quantity follows immed iately upon informed matter. Quantity is 
“the first accident of a material substance”, as the medieval Aristotelians put it, and thus 
provides the mediating basis for all the other accidents, or char acteristics, which accrue 
to material substances. The sensible environment, the physical world as we directly ex-
perience it, is precisely an interacting complex of such quantified individuals, material 
substances, individuals that occupy space. And the reason that the various components 
of the physical environment occupy space is that they have material dimensions or quan-
tity, parts outside of parts.

Abstraction
One of the meanings of “abstraction”34 is to focus on or consider one aspect of an 

object while leaving other aspects out of the consideration. This is exactly what the 
mind does, accord ing to Aristotle, in constituting the objects of mathematics:35 it con-
siders the idea of a material substance as having dimensions in the abstract sense just 
defined — parts outside of parts, thus requiring an “occupation of space”. Aristotle calls 
substance so abstracted “intelligible quantity”, and considers it to provide the basis for 
mathematical inves ti gations. Intelligible quantity can be considered under the aspect 
of its continuity or under the aspect of being divisible. As continuous it provides the 
basis for geometry; as discrete — divided by the mind into noncontinuous parts — it 
provides the basis for arithmetic. All further developments of mathematics stem from 
these two.

De-Fanging the Paradoxes of Zeno of Elea
The doctrine of quantity as the first accident of material substance, abstractable 

and divisible in thought, also provides Aristotle with an answer to Zeno’s paradoxes  

34 On the three general senses of this term that would develop among the Latins, see Chapter 9, p. 
318 below.

35 On this precise point, Peirce has a terminological suggestion that the term “presciss” be used to 
indicate that aspect of ab strac tion which focuses, for analytical purposes, on one or another aspect of 
objectivity, and that the term “abstraction” be reserved to designate the precise process of constituting 
the object of mathematics. I will largely adopt this suggestion, in passing, over the course of this 
work, as I did in The Human Use of Signs (Deely 1994). In the present work, consult Chapter 8, the 
terminological note 160 on p. 224.
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concerning the apparent contradiction involved in taking motion to be real.36 The dis-
tance between any two points is potentially divisible in thought to infinity; but the dis-
tance itself is nonetheless finite and is not actually and physically so divided. Hence it is 
not physically impossible for Achilles to overtake the tortoise. It is only a question of a 
finite individual traversing a physically finite interval at a greater velocity than the other 
individual, and the fact that the mind can divide and subdivide this interval without limit 
does not affect the actual physical factors of the situation which are mind-independent.

Physics, as the philosophical analysis of nature, is bound above all to explain how 
change is possible, not to explain change away. What Aristotle provided in the books 
of his Physics was precisely that, an intelligible framework to make understandable our 
experience of a world of sensible individuals constantly changing.

Preparing an Obstacle to Galileo and Darwin: Celestial Matter
One fly in the ointment of his physical theory was the heavens. According to the 

best obser vations then available, supported by certain religious or theological notions 
current in the ancient world,37 celestial bodies did not seem to change except in place. 
Change of place alone, we have seen, was the kind of change which Democritus and 
other earlier physicists had tried to use to explain the generation and corruption of 
individuals on earth — “the sphere below the moon”, as the ancients and the medievals 
spoke of the region where generation and corruption were known to occur. The best 
astronomical theory of the day, much of it worked out in Plato’s Academy, postulated a 
series of spheres revolving around the earth at the center, carrying the planets and stars 
in their rotations.

Since these spheres and the bodies they carried gave no evidence of generation or 
corruption or any other kind of quantitative or qualitative change, Aristotle with most 
of the other ancients felt compelled to draw a hard and fast distinction between celestial 
matter, which is subject only to change of place (local motion), and terrestrial matter, 
which, besides being subject to local mo tion, is subject to increase and decrease both 
quantitatively and qualitatively and to generation and corruption as well. Benedict Ash-
ley has nicely shown38 that, in this matter, Aristotle was empirical to the point of com-
pro mising the foundations of his speculative system for explaining change. In the Latin 

36 The arguments of Zeno of Elea (c.495/490–430bc) that motion is an illusion of sense (discussed 
in Deely 2001: 40).

37 Aristotle c.355bc:, On the Heavens Book I, 270b1: “The reasons why the primary body is eternal 
and not subject to increase or dimi nu tion, but unaging and unalterable and unmodified, will be clear 
from what has been said to any one who believes in our assump tions. Our theory seems to confirm 
the phenomena and to be confirmed by them. For all men have some conception of the nature of the 
gods, and all who believe in the existence of gods at all, whether barbarian or Greek, agree in allotting 
the highest place to the deity, surely because they suppose that im mortal is linked with immortal and 
regard any other supposition as impossible. If then there is, as there certainly is, anything divine, what 
we have just said about the primary bodily substance was well said. The mere evidence of the senses 
is enough to convince us of this, at least with human certainty. For in the whole range of time past, so 
far as our inherited records reach, no change appears to have taken place either in the whole scheme 
of the outermost heaven or in any of its proper parts. The name, too, of that body seems to have been 
handed down right to our own day from our distant ancestors who conceived of it in the fashion which 
we have been expressing. The same ideas, one must believe, recur in men’s minds not once or twice but 
again and again. And so, implying that the primary body is something else beyond earth, fire, air, and 
water, they gave the highest place the name of aether, derived from the fact that it ‘runs always’ [aither, 
from aei thein] for an eternity of time.”

38 Ashley, “Change and Process” (1973).
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Age, Aquinas and a few other lonely voices tried to point out that this distinction was 
hypothetical more than it was observational, because the distance of the heavenly bodies 
and the rate at which they develop may be of such a scale that all the vari eties of earthly 
change occur there as well but without our so far having been able to detect them.39 But 
these were lonely voices, left out of account in the late Latin-early modern astronomi-
cal theories which made of the Aristotelian “unchanging heavens” hy po thesis a dogma, 
preparing the way for the catastrophe of Galileo at the hands of the Roman Inquisition. 
That is another story, but it is far from the only one that will cause the eventual “crash 
and burn” of scholasticism ending the Latin Age!

For the immutable celestial spheres were also what explained for Aristotle and for 
the medie v als why like can only beget like within a species population in the normal 
course of things.40 Since the spheres transmit to the earth their influences, and these 
influences are unchanging, the chang es in the sphere below the moon too must follow a 
regular pattern. Whereas an environment changing sufficiently radically would necessi-
tate evolution for some and extinction for others, engendering a process in which chance 
events would play perforce a crucial role, an unchanging environment, by contrast, pre-
cludes any evolution of species and pushes chance events to the margin of life’s cycles.

This is sound biological doctrine by the most contemporary standards. But when, in 
the 17th century, it was finally discovered that the celestial spheres did not exist, and that 
the heavenly bodies were in principle of the same type as earthly bodies, the distinction 
between celestial and terrestrial matter became untenable, and with it the doctrine of 
the fixity of species. But by then, habits of thought were so ingrained that many philoso-
phers clung to the fixity of species with not so much as a thought given to the fact that 
the main environmental support of the doctrine had been proven a fiction. This story, 
too, will play out over the course of philosophy’s history.

The Doctrine of Essence
For the present, we need to mention one other factor important in Aristotle’s theory 

in ways that were quite at variance with the role it came to play in the later debates over 
evolution: the Aristotelian doctrine of essence. As far as natural philosophy goes, this 
doctrine is of a piece with the Aristotelian doctrine of primary matter and substantial 
form. That is to say, “essence”, as that which makes a being to be the kind of thing that 
it is, is nothing other than the internal formal unity which makes the material individual 
to endure in time through all the series of “accidental changes” it un der goes from the 
moment of its generation to the moment of its demise or “corruption” (as Aristotle 
termed the terminating moment). To say that we “know essences”, or are “able to know 
essen ces”, in Aristotle’s original scheme, meant nothing more than that we can, through 
suffic ient ly careful and complete investi ga tion, come to know the way things actually are 
— their subjective constitution and intersubjective dependencies — in any given case. 
For the “essence” of material beings is not at all the “form alone”, but the matter together 
with the form which structures it as to type. To “abstract” such a form from its matter 
and consider it apart, were that possible, would give, not knowledge of the essence, but 
pure delusion — nothing substantial at all.41

39 See Chapter 8, p. 184 below.
40 See Thomas Litt, Les Corps célestes dans l’univers de saint Thomas d’Aquin (1963).
41 This is a quite important and generally inadequately understood point, as Aquinas emphatically 

points out: c.1266, Summa theologiae 1. 88. 2c. This text is cited in Deely 2007: 83–84, and the whole 
point discussed in detail in Chap. 7 of that work, 81–114.
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But in the later Latin Age, this idea was developed in terms of an elaborate psy-
chological theory of the process of so-called abstraction. The mind was conceived, ac-
cording to this theory, as disengaging from its mat ter the form itself of the thing, which 
was then held in its purity in thought (“form without matter”, i.e., con sidered apart or 
abstracted from the material individual), the veritable “essence” according to which the 
thing was what it was. In the process of the elaboration of this theory over many genera-
tions and through many writers, the unchanging species of Aristotle’s biology became 
a logical construct as well as (or instead of) a biological one. “Essences” became “un-
changing” in quite a new, not wholly legiti mate,42 sense, as thinkers became accus tomed 
to confusing logically constructed “essences” or ideal types with substantial forms as 
actually operative in nature. It became customary to project “what we know” back on to 
nature as “what essentially is”.43 This too was a major factor which prepared the way for 
the nineteenth century discovery of evolution to be a disaster for philosophical tradi-
tion, at least as unne ces sary and counterproductive as was the trial of Galileo. But we 
must not get too far ahead of the story.

So it is quite important to realize that the “essence” of material substances is not 
their form as separable but only their form as structuring a material unity, which is to 
say: essence = the subjective constitution of material substance of any given type, as H2O 
(we finally came to understand in 1805) is the essence of what the Latins called “aqua”.

Organizing the Sciences
Along with his physical theory Aristotle was one of the first to try to provide an 

overall scheme for the organization of human knowledge in general. He did so by 
distinguishing human knowledge in terms of the type of object with which it was 
concerned. His first and most funda men tal distinction was between theoretical and 
practical knowledge.

Understanding the Distinction between Speculative and Practical Knowledge
Theoretical knowledge, or “speculative thought”, has for its object things which are 

what they are independently of human thought and action (or which will be what they 
will be when all human intervention is removed). Practical knowledge, or “practical 
thought”, in sharp contrast, has for its object precisely those things which would not be 
except for human thought or action, things precisely as under our control.

Theoretical understanding, of course, may be applied to human affairs (“The specu-
lative in tel lect becomes practical by extension”, Aquinas would follow Aristotle in say-
ing). But the distinction between theoret i cal and practical knowledge does not depend 
on our intention in acquiring the knowledge. It depends wholly on the type of object 
about which we have an understanding. What we do with knowledge of whatever type is 
up to us. But what type the knowledge belongs to is up to the object. For example, we can 
synthesize in the laboratory substances which do not exist in nature. This does not make 
substance in Aristotle’s sense an object of practical knowledge. For whether a substance 
be made by art or by nature, that any substance involves matter, form, and privation, 
remains true as a conclusion of speculative knowledge.

42 See Deely 2001: 652–660, “Relations and the Knowledge of Essence”, a discussion of what 
constitutes knowledge of essen ces. See also Deely 2007 on the whole matter of “abstraction” as an 
intellectual process.

43 This is still both relatively unknown and largely neglected territory in the history of philosophy, 
but an easy access to the flavor of the tale is the recent essay by Professor Coombs (1996) on “Modal 
Voluntarism in Descartes’ Jesuit Predecessors”.
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And speculative knowledge does not only involve physics. The objects of mathemat-
ics pro vide yet another instance of speculative knowledge. The theorems of geometry or 
the equations of arithmetic, trigonometry, and calculus are true by reason of the objects 
with which they are concerned, not by reason of the intentions of the mathematician 
in working them out. An engi neer may apply the speculative knowledge of geometry 
to the building of a bridge, but that does not make the knowledge he applies practical. 
What is practical is the bridge he builds and the applications he makes of geometry, but 
the geometrical knowledge itself, by reason of its object (as distinct from the engineer’s 
objective), is theoretical.

Finally there is the branch of theoretical knowledge Aristotle himself called “first 
philosophy” or “theology”, depending on his point of view at the time, but which later 
philosophers, espec ially in moderns times, have called rather metaphysics. It is an inter-
esting tale.

“Metaphysics” by Any Other Name ...
Like all ancient manuscripts, the works of Aristotle were particularly subject to the 

viciss itudes of history. In the course of time, much was lost. The catalogue of Aristotle’s 
works as we have it today seems to have been principally the work of Andronicus of 
Rhodes (c.100–25bc).44 In organizing the writings at his disposal, he found certain works 
which dealt precisely with concepts which, while developed in Aristotle’s physics, ap-
plied to considerations of sub stance which did not have material bodies, such as, notably, 
God, but also the Separated Intelli gences or pure spirits which Aristotle had thought 
necessary to explain the revolution of the celestial spheres. Some notions developed 
in physics which seemed to apply to beings regardless of whether they were corporeal 
or incorporeal were certain aspects of the notions of causality, the notion of substance 
itself, the notion of essence as identical with form, and the most general notions of po-
tentiality and actuality.

Andronicus grouped the writings concerned with such notions under a heading of 
his own devis ing, Meta ta physica, or Metaphysics — the works that come after the physics.

Aristotle’s best student and immediate heir at age 50 to the Lyceum, Theophrastus45 
of Lesbos (372–287bc), had suggested that the master’s works be studied according to 
the pattern of moving from the more to the less easily known. Indeed, Aristotle himself 
considered the proof of a “First” or “Unmoved” Mover (that is, of a purely actual intel-
lectual being separate from the whole universe of matter and motion) to be a culminat-
ing con sid e ration of his Physics; and he called the consideration of this “most divine 
being” Theology (“Discourse about God”).

But Aristotle also considered reflection upon and systema ti zation of the most gen-
eral concepts discovered in physics but not restrictable to material objects to be the very 
work of giving foundation to philosophy as a whole, and this enterprise he called First 
Philosophy.

It was the writings that belonged to these two different considerations of Aristotle 
that An dron icus of Rhodes, from yet a third point of view, neither that of Theophrastus 
nor that of Aristotle, but that of an editor trying to arrange manu scripts in a suitable 
logical order, bundled or grouped together under the designation that was des tined to 
stick, Metaphysics.

44 For something like the full story, see Laughlin 1995.
45 This name, meaning “one who speaks like a god”, was given by Aristotle, and took so well that 

Theo phras tus’ original name is forgotten.
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The “Unmoved Mover”: Summit of Being in Aristotle’s Speculative Scheme
Aristotle, unlike, for example, the later Neoplatonists,46 but more like Plato, seems 

not to have placed much credence in what we call in retrospect the gods of pagan-
ism. His own conception of God was as a rather cold and removed being — cold, in 
that he (or It) was a completely self-absorbed activity of thinking; removed, in that this 
Self-Thinking Thought had no awareness of playing a part in the outside universe the 
Greeks called the cosmos. This “God” was the object of desire of the Separated Intel-
ligences. We must also wonder if envy was not the best name for this desire; but in any 
event, the “love that moved the sun and stars” as Dante immortalized it was nothing 
else than this desire of the Separated Intelligences to be as like to the Unmoved Mover 
as possible, out of which longing arose the eternal movement in perfect circles of the 
celestial spheres which, in turn, governed all comings-to-be and passings-away (“gen-
erations” and “corruptions”) in the sphere below the moon.

Thus, note already that the “first” or “unmoved” mover hit upon toward the close 
of the books of the Physics is not at all an efficient cause of anything in the cosmos. He 
or It is not an agent acting upon anything outside his own Thought or Thinking, not 
even aware of anything outside. He “moves” the cosmos by the longing he creates in the 
highest beings within that cosmos. These “highest beings” are, by comparison, finite; 
but we find in Aristotle no explicit notion of God as Infinite Being, that is, being unlim-
ited from within by any potentiality, even though Aquinas and others later will see such 
a notion to be a consequent implicit in the demonstration of “mover itself unmoved” 
with which the Physics of Aristotle concludes. Nonetheless, for Aristotle himself, the 
Unmoved Mover moves others not by any initiative from himself to the series of moved 
and moving movers, but by a longing arising within the highest beings involved in the 
cosmic series.

Outside the series entirely, he does not participate in it directly at all, but only 
indirectly through the longing of Separated Intelligences to be likewise perfect in au-
tonomy, but imparting to the spheres and all within and below the spheres motion 
through their failure to achieve anything more than the shadow of such a perfection in 
the eternal return of each sphere upon itself in the cycles we experience as successions 
of day and night.

This God is, as Unmoved Mover, co-eternal with the cosmos. That is all. The First 
Cause is not “first” as initiating a series in which something else is “second”. He — or 
It — is outside and apart from the series entirely. Only moved movers form a series; and 
that series, being eternal, has no first and no last. God is not so much a substance as the 
realization of the ideal of substance: a being able to exist in itself. All other substances 
exist in themselves, as we saw, only by interacting with other substances, and as long as 
they successfully sustain such interactions. Hence all other substances are, in the Latin 
terminology, “transcendentally relative”, as we have seen, that is, expressive even in their 
independent being of the environment surrounding them which gives to their “indepen-
dence” its indispensable context.

But the “substance” of the Unmoved Mover knows no such context. He alone is not 
a trans cen dental relative, a relative absolute being, but the one and only absolute being 
that is absolutely abso lute.

Awareness of the existence of the Unmoved Mover is the highest achievement and 
moment of human consciousness. In achieving this awareness, the human intelligence 
mirrors in a feeble way the awareness of the Separated Intelligences who pass their 

46 See the remarks from Gibbon 1788: 282–283, cited p. 119 above.
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whole existence in awareness of and futile longing to be like the Unmoved Mover. But 
there is no reciprocal moment in the awareness of the Unmoved Mover.

We will see in some detail how this notion of the Unmoved Mover is radically 
transformed in the conceptions developed by medieval Latin physics and metaphysics, 
and we have already noted in this regard the crucial contribution Plotinus made47 to the 
development. But here it is enough to indicate that, with this notion of the Unmoved 
Mover, beyond and over against all movers caught up in the cosmic mech anism, we 
reach the summit of being in ancient Aristotelian speculative philosophy.

Practical Science
As to the other principal branch of Aristotle’s tree of knowledge, what he called prac-

tical thought, the affairs which depend upon human initiative for their being divide into 
two main types: those which exist only within and as long as the very process by which 
they are made, and those which, as products of a humanly initiated process of produc-
tion, survive as products after the process of bringing them into being has ceased. To 
evanescent products of the former sort, inseparable in their being from the very process 
through which they exist, he assigned the name Ethics. For example, justice, he thought, 
is a way of treating our fellow human beings. Justice and injustice exist in the treatment, 
not before or after, even though the effects of the treatment may endure in the atti-
tudes and memory of the persons affected. To enduring products of the latter sort, those 
which survive as material embodiments of the activity through which they are brought 
into being, Aristotle assigned the general name of Art.

Subdivisions of Speculative and Practical Thinking
Both ethics and art admit of subdivisions, just as do physics, mathematics, and 

metaphysics. Physics, for example, subdivides into the study of the general principles of 
nature, study of the specific principles of living bodies (“de anima”), study of environ-
mental phenom ena or meteorology, study of extraterrestrial phenomena or astronomy, 
the study of subjective states of cognitive organisms or psychology,48 etc. Mathematics 
subdi vides into arithmetic, geometry, calculus, etc. And metaphysics subdivides into on-
tology, epistemology,49 etc.

Thus ethics, in Aristotle’s view, was the study of human behavior according to how 
human nature can best flourish. He included under “ethics” the principles regulative of 
individual behavior, which is what we primarily mean by the term “ethics” today. But he 
also included under “ethics” the management of the family, which he called “econom-
ics”, and the management of the state, which he called “politics”. The development in 
our day of a study of “business ethics”, thus, is a highly Aris totelian development. But 

47 Recall “Toward the Idea of a Creative Source of Being” in Chapter 3 above, p. 70ff.
48 Our word “psychology” comes from Aristotle’s term for soul (psyche), which, for Aristotle, was 

the substantial form or prin ci ple of living things, plants no less than animals. Thus psychology, in 
Aristotle’s own context, was the study of all living forms, what we today have become accustomed to 
call rather “biology” since Lamarck (1744–1829) invented the term around the turn of the 19th century. 
The term “soul” has had a curious history since Aristotle. After Latin times especially, there has been a 
tendency to restrict its application to animal forms, or even exclusively to the human mind, as we shall 
see in the work of Descartes. But the next time you meet a vegetarian who tries to justify that dietary 
preference on the ground that we should not kill living beings, you might point out that plants have 
souls no less than animals and are therefore no less living! See the discussion of “medieval psychology” 
in Chapter 8, p. 256, under the section on “Formal Object ...”.

49 Sometimes called also “gnoseology”; but both these terms are of modern coinage.
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he would have been critical of the way economics is studied today, and surely would 
have tried to remind politicians that they were called upon above all to implement in the 
public order the principles of moral philosophy.

The place of art in human life was large in Aristotle’s scheme, for art in Aristotle’s 
sense included not only pretty much of everything that we call “art” today, but a good 
deal more besides. Art in his sense extended to the whole realm of manufacture, archi-
tecture, and build ing of whatever type. It would not hurt the average factory hand or 
manager, for that mat ter, to consider that what they are involved in is — or should be 
— the creation of a work of art!

The Goal of Human Life
Moreover, even in Aristotle, there is a sense in which he thinks of ethics as a primar-

ily individual affair. For the purpose of ethics is to guide the human being in reaching 
the goal of human life, which is happiness. But Aristotle’s idea of happiness50 is not easily 
distinguishable from Plato’s ideal of the person “whose mind is fixed upon true being”:

The happy life is thought to be one of excellence. Now an excellent life requires exer-
tion, and does not consist in amusement. And we say that serious things are better than 
laughable things and those connected with amusement, and that the activity of the bet-
ter of any two things — whether it be two parts or two men — is the better; but the 
activity of the better is ipso facto super ior and more of the nature of happiness. And any 
chance person — even a slave — can enjoy the bodily pleasures no less than the best 
man; but no one assigns to a slave a share in hap pi ness — unless he assigns to him also a 
share in human life. For happiness does not lie in such occupations, but, as we have said 
before, in excellent activities.

If happiness is activity in accordance with excellence, it is reasonable that it should 
be in accordance with the highest excellence; and this will be that of the best thing in 
us. Whether it be intellect or something else that is this element which is thought to be 
our natural ruler and guide and to take thought of things noble and divine, whether it be 
itself also divine or only the most divine element in us, the activity of this in accordance 
with its proper excellence will be complete happiness. That this activity is contemplative 
we have already said.

Now this would seem to be in agreement both with what we said before and with 
the truth. For this activity is the best (since not only is intellect the best thing in us, but 
the objects of intel lect are the best of knowable objects); and, secondly, it is the most 
continuous, since we can contemplate truth more continuously than we can do any-
thing. And we think happiness has pleasure mingled with it, but the activity of wisdom 
is admittedly the pleasantest of excellent activities; at all events philosophy is thought to 
offer pleasures marvellous for their purity and their enduringness, ... and self-sufficiency 
... must belong most to the contemplative activity. For while a wise man, as well as a just 
man and the rest, needs the necessaries of life, when they are sufficiently equipped with 
things of that sort the just man needs people towards whom and with whom he shall 
act justly, and the temperate man, the brave man, and each of the others is in the same 
case, but the wise man, even when by himself, can contemplate truth, and the better the 
wiser he is; he can perhaps do so better if he has fellow-workers, but still he is the most 
self-sufficient.

Though politics and business are part of Aristotelian ethics, therefore, the self-sufficien-
cy of the individual, to the degree this is possible for the human being, achieved in the 
exercise of the highest faculty res pect ing its highest object, is the principal means by 

50 Aristotle c.335/4bc: Nicomachean Ethics Book 10, 1177a2ff.
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which the Stagirite51 thinks that happiness can be achiev ed. He even reduced the point 
to a syllogism: “that which is proper to each thing is by nature best and most pleasant for 
each thing; for the human being, therefore, life according to intellect is best and pleas-
ant est, since intellect more than any thing else is the human being. This life therefore is 
also the happiest.”52

Yet he had preceded this syllogism with some tantalizing remarks, of which much 
would be made in the Latin Age:

Yet such a life would be too high for man; for it is not in so far as he is man that he will 
live so, but in so far as something divine is present in him; and by so much as this is 
superior to our composite nature is its activity superior to that which is the exercise of 
the other kinds of excellence. If intellect is divine, then, in comparison with man, the life 
according to it is divine in comparison with human life. But we must not follow those 
who advise us, being men, to think of human things, and, being mortal, of mortal things, 
but must, so far as we can, make ourselves immortal, and strain every nerve to live in 
accordance with the best thing in us; for even if it be small in bulk, much more does it 
in power and worth surpass everything. This would seem, too, to be each man himself, 
since it is the authoritative and better part of him.

The Instrument of All the Sciences
Finally, an extremely important development of Aristotle’s thought, and one in 

which he seemed to take particular pride in being the first, was his work in what has 
come to be called Logic. Aristotle himself nowhere used this word. In fact, “logic” as 
a word seems to come to us rather from his competitors in the field, the Stoics, who, 
under the impetus provided by Zeno of Citium, c.336–243, missed by an historical eye-
lash being the founding fathers in this area (and provided a main competition to the 
Aristotelian ideas on the division of the sciences that was to take centuries to resolve53). 
Aristotle himself spoke mainly of “Analytics”, both pure (“Prior Analytics”) and applied 
(“Posterior Analytics”).

This original development of logic came about as a consequence of Aristotle’s re-
alization that, regardless of the subject matter of his inquiry, in order to make progress 
and achieve any kind of clarity and order, there were certain principles he needed to 
apply. The study of these relatively context-independent principles is what has come to 
be called “logic”, or the principles of organized investigation and presentation. To cover 
these principles, Aristotle wrote not one but a whole series of treatises over the thirty 
years between 360 and 330bc.

51 This appellation has been attached to Aristotle by reason of his birth in the Greek settlement 
of Stageirus in Thrace. Stagei rus had been laid waste in the battles which had led to the conquest of 
Olynthus in 347 by King Philip II of Macedon, father of a son who would become known to history as 
Alexander the Great. In 343 Philip had hired Aristotle as Alexander’s tutor, a role which he played for four 
years; but in 340 Philip commissioned Aristotle to oversee a rebuilding and repopulation of Stageirus, 
and to provide the restored city with a set of laws. The city in turn commemorated its Aristotelian re-
establishment by the declaration of an annual holiday. (Cf. Grote 1872: 1, 8.) It was common in ancient 
and medieval times for persons to be identified by their city of birth as a part of their name; but in the 
case of Aristotle, reference to him as “the Stagirite” had an exceptionally rich connotation.

52 Aristotle c.335/4bc: Nicomachean Ethics Book 10, 1178a5.
53 For a summary of the resolution of this quarrel as bearing upon the main thread of medieval 

philosophy, see note 64, page 169 below. For fuller discussion see Deely 2001: Chap. 4, 97–98, and 
Chap. 13, esp. p. 595–597.
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We have already had some occasion in Chapter 3 to consider something of the 
matter covered in these treatises,54 but here we may describe them briefly. Aristotle 
wrote a treatise called Categories, dealing with the various fun da mental types of terms, 
or represigns55 (from “signum + repraesentare”: “signs which represent with out assert-
ing” — sign-vehicles, more exactly), that we can use to speak about “reality”. He wrote 
a treatise On Interpretation (Peri Her meneias), dealing with the specific type of interpre-
ta tion peculiar to rational discourse, name ly, the judgment expressible in a proposition 
or dicisign, (from “sign + dicere or to say”: “a sign which makes an assertion”). He wrote 
a treatise called the Prior Analyt ics, dealing with the form as such of sound reasoning, 
or validity—that is to say, the pattern according to which propositions are con nected 
as premiss56 to conclusion in an argument or suadisign (from “sign + suadere to recom-
mend or advocate”, “a sign which persuades, or gives a reason for what it asserts about 
what is represent ed”). He wrote a treatise called Posterior Analytics, concerning the rela-
tion of the form of reasoning to its content in determining truth about some event or 
occurrence in the world (more or less what we would today consider the province of 
“scientific method” and also “philosophy of science”). He wrote a treatise called Topics, 
concerned with the selection of sound opinions in the formation of public discourse 
and policies concerning matters in which certain knowledge (i.e., knowledge through 
proper causes) is not possible. And he wrote a tract on the false appear ances of rational 
discourse, called Sophistic Refutations.

This group of writings covered the tools of rational discourse that Aristotle consid-
ered applicable to every investigation, regardless of subject matter. In medieval thought, 
study of the analytics came to be considered the proper introduction to philosophy as a 
whole, and it was in this sense, no doubt, that Andronicus of Rhodes placed these works 
first in his catalogue of Aris totle’s writings. In the strict Aristotelian tradition, they were 

54 See “The Roots of Porphyry’s Tree” in Chapter 3 above, p. 72ff.
55 The traditional terminology for what are here named represigns, dicisigns, and suadisigns is simply 

“terms, propositions, and arguments”. The rationale of the new terminology, largely derived from Peirce, 
was touched on above on p. 72f; but for the technical details I refer the reader to Deely 1992b.

56 The reader may be immediately inclined to think this a misspelling of “premise”, so let me 
establish from this first occur rence the usage that I will follow throughout this book, which has been 
influenced by Charles Peirce in the following way. “Premise” and “premiss” are, Peirce notes (1902a: 
CP 2.582), “two distinct words, recognized as such by older writers, but for the last century and more 
confounded. Premise is a legal word, derived from the French premise, .... Premiss is from the French 
noun premisse, and thence from the Low Latin praemissa, which goes back, as a substantive, to the 
early part of the thirteenth century. ... Propositio re placed it, when elegance was preferred to technical 
accuracy.” Both words have come to be defined, in logic, as (ibid.) “A proposition, the consideration 
of which has logically affected, or contributed to the determination of, a conclusion of reasoning.” 
However (1902a: CP 2.583), “the word ‘premiss’ became usual in the logical sense, in English, as early 
as Chau cer. In Wilson’s [c.1525–1581] Rule of Reason (1552) it does not occur, the phraseology there 
being like the following: ‘The dou ble repeate, whiche is a woorde rehearsed in bothe Proposicions, 
must not entre into the conclusion.’ But in Blunde ville’s [fl.1561] Arte of Logicke (1599) we read: ‘A 
Syllogisme is a kinde of argument contayning three Propositions, whereof the two first, commonly 
called the premisses,’ etc. In Watts’s and other English logics it was spelt premiss and premisses. 
Johnson, however, in his 1755  Dictionary, gives premises in the plural and premiss in the singular, as 
distinct words, and remarks that the latter is little used in the plural outside of technical works. In such 
works the word spelt with two s’s continued to be employed.” Whence Peirce elsewhere concludes 
(c.1903: CP 2.253) that, “as to the word Premiss ... It is entirely contrary to good English usage to spell 
premiss, ‘premise’, and this spelling (whose prevalence is due perhaps to Lord Brougham, or at least 
chiefly supported by his insistence), simply betrays ignorance of the history of logic, and even of such 
standard authors as Whateley, Watts, etc.”
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called not “logic” but the Organon or Instrument of all ration al discourse.57 It should be 
mentioned too that, in some ways more consistent than the Latin devel op ment of Ar-
istotle’s notion of Logic as the instrument common to all thought, it was the custom 
in the Arabic tradition of Aristotelian commentary to include the Rhetoric (composed 
c. 335/4) and the Poetics (c. 335/4) as part of the Organon itself. In Arabic tradition, 
rhetoric appears as the logic involved in practical knowledge and persuasion. Detailed 
study of this tradition58 reveals that it has roots already in the 6th century Greek school 
of Alexandrian Aristotelian commentary. Postmodern adoption of the term “suadisign” 
for argument and syllogism, therefore,59 if taken sufficiently seriously, could prove to be 
a terminological move with wide theoretical implications and deep historical resonances 
which could only enhance the impact of the move.

Demonstration, or Proof of a Point
The fact that the analytics of Aristotle are twofold needs to be carefully understood. 

He distinguished a “prior analytics”, dealing with the pure form of discourse in ab-
straction from a further content or subject matter (what will be called in the Latin Age 
“formal or summulae logic”), from “posterior analytics”, dealing precisely with the dis-
course as lending its logical form to the shaping of a particular subject matter (what will 
be called in the Latin Age “material logic”). But, since logical relations result not from 
what is as such but from what is thought to be, Aristotle was clear on the point that logic 
is never more than a heuristic tool of the inquiring mind. He never committed the late 
modern blunder of confounding logical form, either in itself or in any subject matter, 
with the structure of the physical world according to its proper environmental being.

Things as they are thought to be (objects as such) may or may not be the same in this or 
that respect with “things as they are”. By getting clear about what we think, we put our-
selves in a position to assess the conse quences of what we think against further experience 
as revealing in what way and measure our thinking needs development, revision, or reversal 
vis-à-vis the universe of being. Logic, in short, pertains to the Umwelt precisely as rooted 
in a species-specifically human Innenwelt. By virtue of being thus root ed, logic places a 
restraint or check upon the arbitrariness of the linguistic sign exapted in communication.

At the level of outer expression or discourse, what we can say is actually unlim ited. 
We can say the opposite of what we think, as in the lie; and we can claim to think what 
cannot be thought, as in the assertion that we have at home under glass, from fifteen dif-
ferent cities of the world, a collection of square circles. Moreover, in confused thought, 
we can hold to contradic tions without realizing it.

But the constraining power of logic upon inward discourse, upon actual under stand-
ing as distinguished from spoken words (which may or may not convey such actual un-
derstanding), is always the same. Whether it be a question of material or merely of for-
mal analysis, to what ever extent logic is applied to the point of revealing contra dic tions 
or of clarifying conse quen ces of a given belief as necessary consequences, it reveals to 
us where there is and where there is not room for objection concerning any given point 
of understanding, within the context of the discourse within which the point is made.

57 According to Coffey 1912: Vol. I p. 40, Diogenes Laertius (c.ad180–c.260) was the first to use 
the term organon as a general title for Aristotle’s logical works. But Laughlin 1995: 49 suggests that it 
was Andronicus himself (c.100–c.25bc) who used the designation organon epistēmē. I have not had the 
opportunity to determine who, if either, is correct.

58 Black 1987: 34–94, esp. 59ff. This study, currently available only in microfilm, should be published.
59 E.g., cf. Lanigan 1969; Black 1989.
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The intellectual organization (or disorg an ization) itself of a discourse is the prima-
ry logical phenom enon. Even though logic perforce consists in the manipulation of 
intellectual symbols concerning objects in principle pub lic, nonetheless, its function 
pertains first of all to the signs of understanding as such underlying those objects, the 
inward side of discourse. What logic reveals about the world through speech to hearers 
of what is spoken (or through writing to readers of what is written) is, compara tively 
speaking, a secondary phenomenon. Logic, that is to say, applies only secondarily to 
signs exapted in communication with others, the outward side of discourse. Hence, 
Aristotle says:60

All syllogism, and a fortiori demonstration, is addressed not to the spoken word, but to 
the discourse within the soul, and though we can always raise objections to the spoken 
word, to the inward discourse we cannot always object.

Aquinas, in his Commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics,61 will make the following observa-
tion relevant to this matter:

it is impossible for anyone to actually adopt or believe the view that one and the same 
thing both is and is not in a given respect, even though some have attributed this opinion 
to Heraclitus. For while it is true that Heraclitus said this, yet it was not possible for him 
to believe what he said. Nor is it neces sary that everyone has in mind or really believes 
everything that they say.

The logic in the proof of a point, then, appeals uniformly to inward discourse, even 
when it perforce makes use of outward speech. It is on this gap between inner and outer 
discourse, the fact that one can say anything regardless of what is actually being thought, 
that sophistic argument relies, both for its possibility and for its occasional rhetorical success.

The Place of Logic among the Sciences
A somewhat curious feature of Aristotle’s logic is that he did not include analytics 

(“logic”) anywhere in his scheme of human knowledge, his division of the sciences. He 
seemed to consider it neither speculative nor practical, but simply instrumental. As we 
will see, his silence on the matter opened the way to not a few centuries of controversy, 
beginning with the scheme of knowledge that would shortly be proposed by the Stoics. 
The following diagram may be helpful in getting an overall-view of this discussion of 
Aristotle’s scheme for human knowledge:

Knowledge

Speculative Practical

 Physics Mathematics Metaphysics Art Ethics
 (Nature) (Quantity) (God) (Making) (Doing)

Logic 
as 
common 
instrument 
(organon)

Diagram: Aristotle’s General Scheme of Human Knowledge and Logic

60 Aristotle, Posterior Analytics (c.348–347bc), Book I, Chap. 10, 76b23–27
61 Aquinas c.1268: In IV Metaphysicam lect. 6, n. 6 (Busa ed. Vol. 4 p. 421).
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A Stoic Fragment that Would Influence Latin Aristotelianism
The Stoics in Aristotle’s own time had developed independently a notion of logic 

somewhat at var i ance with Aristotle’s ideas about the subject. They did not go along 
with his purely “instru mentalist” notion of logic, but thought rather that it deserved 
and required its own place among the spec u lative sciences. For the Stoics were struck as 
much by the peculiarity of the subject matter of logic as they were by its pervasiveness: 
the “matter” of logic, they noted, not only exists every where in human thought, but 
it “exists” there in a rather remarkable way. In contrast with the things existing in our 
material surroundings, the objects logic deals with exist in a completely im material and 
intangible way, yet its bonds tie all men and women equally and everywhere. The reason 
is that all intellectual thought is bound by the laws of logic, and what makes an argument 
valid or invalid is as independent of the will of the one propounding the argument as are 
the movements of the moon and stars.

Through logic, or “rational philosophy”, as the Stoics called it (as well as by great 
and noble deeds), human beings participate in the logos, the divine measure and pro-
portion which rules all things. Thus, logic has a subject matter of its own every bit as 
much as does mathematics or physics, every bit as independent of human action, and 
one, moreover, of a singular subtlety. This subject matter which is peculiar and proper 
to logic they designated by a unique name, never successfully translated, and, owing to 
the misfortunes of history which have lost to us all but fragments of the Stoic writings, 
not well understood today.62 Logic, they said, is prin cip ally about the lekton (lekton), 
the order which the mind finds in its own workings, just as the other sciences or types 
of knowledge are about the differing types of order that the mind finds elsewhere in the 
scope of human experience. Thus we arrive at a scheme of knowledge slightly variant 
from the original one that Aristotle had proposed less than a century before.63

Knowledge
is of the order 

which the mind

finds puts

in its own workings: 
“Rational Philosophy” 

or Logic

in things of 
physical world: 

Natural Philosophy
(Physics)

into 
behavior: 

Ethics

into 
things: 

Art

Diagram: The Stoic View of the Place of Logic in the Scheme of Human Knowledge

The name “logic” reflects primarily this Stoic influence conceiving of logos as the 
im ma terial order or pattern which the mind finds in nature and within its own workings 
as lekton as well, and which may be studied there according to its unique properties.

62 Even in the Latin Age, details of the general Stoic positions mainly came to be known only 
after the recovery in 1529 of the reports contained in the turn of the 3rd century writings of Sextus 
Empiricus; and Sextus was a skeptical enemy of Stoic doctrines in philosophy and logic. Nor has our 
situation in this particular much improved over that of the 16th century Latins.

63 At least here is the medieval report of the Stoic scheme, from the opening section (Book 1, 
reading 1, paragraph 2) of the Com mentary by Thomas Aquinas (written c.1269) on the Nicomachean 
Ethics (c.335–334bc) of Aristotle.
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The Quarrel between Stoics and Peripatetics over the Place of Logic among the Sciences
But the Stoic way of conceiving the subject matter of logic leads to another ques-

tion, which much exer cised the ancient Stoics and Peripatetics (as the followers of Aris-
totle were called) and continued in Latin times: Is logic a science in its own right, or is it 
merely an instrument in the service of the other sciences? If it is both, how so exactly? It 
was in suggesting a resolution to this problem that John Locke first introduced the term 
“semiotics”, in concluding his Essay concerning Humane Understanding of 1690.64

64 Condensed from Deely 2001: 595–600: Perhaps no moment of great historical significance in the 
development of logic has received less recog nition than Locke’s resolution of the then almost twenty-
four centuries old controversy between the Aristotelians and the Stoics over whether logic should be 
conceived primarily as an instrument for use in other areas of intellectual inquiry or primarily as a 
science in its own right among the other sciences.

A number of factors have contributed to this lack of notice — besides the context and brevity of 
Locke’s text. There is the fact that, in Locke’s time, a somewhat stag nant Aristotelian concep tion 
of logic was regnant, and the Stoic alternative was little more than a vague memory. Being neither 
logician nor historian of phi lo so phy, the resolution Locke achieved to the early-begun con testation 
between these two ancient schools was undoubt  edly implicit and inadvertent. The text in question — 
Locke’s text — was penned by an author who con trib uted nothing to the main stream development 
of logic in its own right, and achieved its resolution of the an cient con tro versy in a passage that was 
peripheral even to the substance of its own author’s philosophi cal work.

We see the situation in considerably greater detail today than when Locke limned his initial 
sketch. Yet the logical implications behind the developments of detail remain in har mo ny with the 
framework of the initial sketch, which is why the text can embody such vast implications reaching in 
both directions — to an ancient past of which the text’s author knew very little, and to a postmodern 
future which lay well beyond the lifetime of the text’s author. There could hardly be a more striking 
confirmation of Peirce’s semiotic thesis (1868: CP 5.316) that “the existence of thought now depends 
on what is to be hereafter; so that it has only a potential existence, dependent on the future thought 
of the community” than the confirmation provided by the first text in the history of philosophy to use 
semiotics as a proper name.

Though it gets us considerable ahead of our story, for the readers’ benefit I here provide in diagram 
form what may be called “Locke’s initial sketch for the doctrine of signs”:

Knowledge

Speculative (of things which  Practical (of things which are what they are
are what they are by nature)  owing to human thought or action)

Semiotic
(of the means whereby speculative and practical

knowledge alike are acquired, shared, and elaborated)

regardless of the character of the  insofar as these means are linguistic:
means as presupposing language:  Logic in the specific sense as a branch
Logic in the generic sense as a synec-  of semiotic, the doctrine of signs
doche for or synonym of semiotic

Diagram: Locke’s “Initial Sketch” for the Doctrine of Signs

Just as the realm of what exists independently of our thought and action is considerably wider than 
what we learn from physics as a specific science, and just as the realm of what comes about as a result 
of what we do and make is considerably broader than what we learn from ethics, so the study of the 
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Summary
Aristotle came as quite a shock to the Latin Christians. No one of the time had 

dreamed of the possibility of an entire world view rationally developed in all the major 
subject areas inde pen dently of any appeal to religious authority or divine revelation.65 
The first reaction was to cen sor the works, but saner minds soon made of the Aristote-
lian literary corpus the foundation of the newly emerging universities of the West. Aris-
totle’s domination in this regard would continue to the end of the Latin Age.

means whereby knowledge develops is consider ably broader than the study of the species-specifically 
human logical forms within language.

We see, then, quite clearly, that in Locke’s seminal scheme for semiotics (the part of the division 
that is new in his “division of knowledge”), the doctrine of signs taken as a whole not only occupies the 
instrumentalist place Aristotle conceived for logic as an analysis for the strictly intellectual dimension 
of species-specifically human discourse and the medieval Latins conceived for logic as a liberal art, but 
it also warrants on the same footing the Stoic idea that logic as the doctrine of signs is a “science” in 
its own right (as a whole and a-fortiori in logic in the traditional sense which now appears as a part 
within that whole) .

What is, however, unique about the situation thus conceived is that this reconciliation of the 
formerly opposed views is achieved because the new division under which logic is now subsumed makes 
of it no longer, as the Stoics conceived, a speculative science in contrast with practical knowledge, which 
is what the Peripatetics objected to from the start. In the new scheme, logic appears rather among that 
whole panoply of studies concerned with the sign in its proper functioning as constitutive equally of 
speculative and practical knowledge — which is to say, constitutive of human experience as a whole.

It turns out that the root of the dispute between the Peripatetics in following Aristotle and the 
Stoics in following Zeno of Citium and Chrysippus of Soli lay in the fact that neither school had 
any conception of the one doctrinal context in which the controversy could be resolved, namely, the 
context of a doctrine of signs — in no small part because neither school had a sufficient conception of 
sign to begin with.

See “Expanding upon Locke’s initial sketch” in Deely 2001: 603ff.
65 There has not been space here to discuss the details of Aristotle’s work in natural science, and of 

his many empirical investigations both of animals and of the constitution of states, especially as these 
are matters more ideoscopic than cenoscopic in character. But the student should sometime at least 
have a look at the contents of Aristotle’s Complete Works which have survived to get a better sense of 
why it was made the foundation of the university curriculum in the West.
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Chapter 8

alBeRT (†1280) and aquinas (†1274):
focusing The challenge of Reason

“If anyone says that something is sin because it offends God, the think-
ing falls short. For God has so created human beings that it is impos-

sible for us to offend God except by acting contrary to the human 
good.” — Aquinas 1259/12651

Since the good of human beings stems from reason as its root, this 
good will be the more perfect to the extent that it can be derived from 

consideration of the many things appropriate to human flourishing. 
Whence no one doubts that it pertains to the perfection of moral good 

that our outward actions be directed through the rule of reason ... in 
accordance with what is said in Psalm 83:3: ‘My heart and my flesh have 

rejoiced in the living God’: where by ‘heart’ we are to understand the 
intellectual appetite, and by ‘flesh’ the sensitive appetite. — Aquinas 

1268/12702

1 Aquinas 1259/1265: Summa contra gentiles III, cap. 122 (Busa 2 p. 100 n.2): “Non videtur esse 
responsio sufficiens si quis dicat quod facit iniuriam Deo. Non enim deus a nobis offenditur nisi ex eo 
quod contra nostrum bonum agimus.”

One of the most interesting consequences of Aquinas’ doctrine of “possible essence” as nothing 
more or other than the extrinsic ways in which the infinite divine perfection can be finitely “imitated” 
or “participated” is to make nonsense of the standard refrain that “God can do anything because He is 
omnipotent, all powerful”. It is true that there are no extrinsic limitations on the divine power, but there 
are intrinsic limitations in the order of finite being on ways in which the divine perfection is imitable. 
Thus, contrary to Descartes, some earlier Latins, and the late-modern “divine command” theorists, 
good and evil are not reversible should God choose “so to will”. On the contrary, good follows from 
the positive ways in which the divine perfection is extrinsically imitable, just as evil follows from the 
negative ways in which finite being measures up to its possibility for good. “Right” and “wrong”, thus, 
are not matters of “command”, but consequences of being. Just as “as a being is, so does it act”, so also “as 
a being is, so does what is good or bad for it follow”. It is one of the most difficult and interesting of the 
themes developed among the late Latins, and Poinsot in particular developed it profoundly.

Properly to explore this matter would require, and hopefully will receive eventually, a full-length 
monograph study of its own. Suffice here to remark that “our whole perspective on God and sin would 
change” if the human good were commonly understood in the perspective that Aquinas presents, 
Genovesi suggests (1996:109), inasmuch as “we would understand that nothing is or becomes evil 
because it is forbidden by God’s law”, but rather the converse. Just as not even God can restore lost 
virginity or make a square circle, so not even God can make something “sinful” which is in line with 
the human good.

2 Aquinas 1266/1273: Summa theologiae I-II, q. 24, art. 3 corpus (Busa 2 p. 388): “cum enim bonum 
hominis consistat in ratione sicut in radice, tanto istud bonum erit perfectius, quanto ad plura quae 
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Albertus Magnus and his student Thomas Aquinas easily dominate the Latin Age, 
second only to Augustine and not really second even to him, if we think of science and 
philosophy apart from the Protestant reformation which neither of them would live 
to see, either in its necessity or in its success. The task of assimilating Aristotle to the 
Latin Lebenswelt, aborted by the execution of Boethius, now, thanks to the wresting 
of Aristotle’s work from the closed-down intellectual world of Greek Byzantium by 
the advancing civilization of Islam, began in earnest. Similarly, out of Aquinas’ dis-
satisfaction in particular with basing theological study on the compilation known as 
Lombard’s Sentences, he undertook the delicate task of distinguishing theology as a 
confessional use of reason, not to be confused with or substituted for the experiential 
use of reason in philosophy (the mistake of the Augustinians) and (by implication) 
later in science in the modern sense. Finally, as would become fully apparent only in 
the retrospective glance of John Poinsot, Aquinas may be said to have begun adjusting 
the focus of the challenge of reason on the imperative of understanding the doctrine 
of signs.

However, to say that the stage of the Latin development we now undertake to con-
sider is inaugurated by the advent of something like the complete corpus of Aris to tle’s 
works in translation risks an exaggeration in the student’s mind of the influence of this 
work on the creativity and genius of the period. Had Aristotle remained unknown, there 
would still have been a flowering of this period. Anyone who thinks that the principal 
authors of the period can be reduced to the influence of ancient sources is on a dead-end 
trail. What counts with minds of genius is always what they do with their sources, and to 
this end the knowledge of the sources is but an aid and an abetment.

Moreover, the “Aristotle” introduced to Latin Europe was not the pure Greek Aris-
totle who once walked the streets of Stagira and frequented the groves of Plato’s Acad-
emy. He was something much more complex, a Greek who was introduced through the 
prism of a thousand minds and at least four cultures, two of them older,3 one of them 
younger,4 than the present Christian culture and civilization of Latin Europe. Already 
in the period of Abaelard and Lombard, Arabic and Jewish philosophers were influ-
encing Christian thinkers in Spain. When the door of trans lations opened the way for 
Aristotle into the Latin world, he did not enter alone. Along with him entered, from an-
cient Greece, Hippocrates and Galen, Euclid and Ptolemy; from the world of Hispanic 
Judaism, Moses Maimonides; from the Muslim world, al-Kindi, al-Farabi, al-Ghazali, 
Avicenna, Ibn Gabirol, and Averroes. And that is only a token list.

Still, we have only one volume within which to work, so we will confine ourselves 
to a few thinkers whose works establish landmarks. And, to make even this limited 
purview manageable, we will present these few land mark thinkers under speculative 
themes which accomplish a threefold expository goal. We will explore the Latin Age 
according to themes which were important to the self-understanding of the time, but 
which serve also to provide a synoptic view of the period as a whole, and to manifest its 
relevance to the present and immediate future of philosophy so far as such things can 
be foreseen.

homini conveniunt, derivari potest. unde nullus dubitat quin ad perfectionem moralis boni pertineat 
quod actus exteriorum membrorum per rationis regulam dirigantur. ... secundum illud quod in Psalm 
LXXXIII, dicitur, cor meum et caro mea exultaverunt in Deum vivum, ut cor accipiamus pro appetitu 
intellectivo, carnem autem pro appetitu sensitivo.”

3 Jewish and Greek culture.
4 Islamic culture.
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Albertus Magnus (c.1201–1280ad)
The first medieval to survey all the major works of the man known among the 

Latins as “the Philosopher”, and so to comment upon them as to assimilate them to 
the Latin Age, was Albertus Mag nus, c.1201–1280 November 15, “Albert the Great”. 
There is no exaggerating the greatness of this man. If we substitute for the word 
“prince” the expression “philosophical scientist” and the name “Albertus Magnus” for 
“Charlemagne”, to Albert may be appropriated an observation once made of Charle-
magne:5 “The appellation of great has been often bestowed and sometimes deserved, 
but Albertus Magnus is the only philosophical scientist in whose favour the title has 
been indissolubly blended with the name.” After his death (long after), the Rom an 
Catholic Church declared him, as well as a saint (15 December 1931), patron of the 
natur al sciences (16 December 1941). His worthiness for this last title can be sug-
gested, perhaps, from such a detail in his writing as his discussion of the con ditions 
of egg-formation under which would be produced a crow that was not black.6 On the 
literary legacy of Albert the Great, as also in the case of Abaelard, much valuable work 
remains to be done. Athanasius Weis hei pl, after his masterly biography of Aquinas,7 
intended to produce a comparable landmark on Albert, the teach er of Aquinas. Some of 
the groundwork of this project we have,8 and while death has ensured that we will not 
have the finished product, Weisheipl’s colleague and friend, the great Galilean scholar 
William Wallace, has taken up the work9 and we may yet hope in our time for such a 
masterpiece as Weisheipl would have fashioned, if not from Wallace, then from some 
scholarly source perhaps as yet unknown.

With Albert begins in the West that reading of the book of nature in earnest and 
systema tized observations that will gradually separate out empirical science from the 
speculative (and cenoscopic) doctrines of Aristo telian physics.10 When combined with 
mathematical techniques in the time of Galileo, the development will result in the 
most powerful tools for extending human control over the physical world that have 
ever been devised in the history of civilization. But it would be some centuries before 
the kind of empirical interests for which Albert was so suited by temperament would 
become institu tion alized and socially supported. And by then other names would be 
more prominently associated with the establishment of empirical research, including 
some from among that tribe of Francis cans who, in Albert’s immediate experience, 

5 Gibbon 1788a: 302.
6 See Wallace 1980.
7 Weisheipl 1974.
8 Weisheipl 1980a, b.
9 See as illustration the “Albertus Magnus” Special Issue of The American Catholic Philosophical 

Quarterly LXX.1 (Winter, 1996), Guest-edited by Wallace.
10 One of the pities of the crash and burn of scholasticism would be the supplanting rather than 

supplementing of the cenoscopic physics of Aristotle by the ideoscopic mathematical physics of 
Newton, for the two are by no means incompatible, as the early moderns were mistakenly led to 
think. Not only is there within the Aristotelian notion of the world as “a many made up of ones” a 
theoretical locus for the mathematical component of ideoscopic physics to be inserted, prescissively 
and abstractively (see Deely 2008: 77), but the new physics (the ideoscopic physics), in showing that 
matter is matter throughout the cosmos, not only exposed the phantasy of “celestial matter” as subject 
to no change save that of circular motion in space, but showed that Aristotle’s cenoscopic analysis of 
“terrestrial matter” was valid not just for the matter of terrestrial life but for the material universe in its 
entirety.
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tended to consist of “ignorant men who would fight by every means the employment 
of philosophy”.11

It was under Albert the Great that Thomas Aquinas (c.1224–1274) received his 
intellectual formation. Of this great master Torrell12 remarks that his “Neoplatonism, 
marked by Avicenna and Pseudo-Dionysius, gave rise to a family, and if we cannot say 
that the whole school of Cologne is Albertinian,” we can at least “say without question 
that the Neoplatonism of that school is Albertus Magnus’s legacy — as was also the 
Thomism that departed from it little by little.” Not only little by little, but quite a bit! In 
his mature thought, Aquinas stands quite in contrast to Neoplatonism, and in fact does 
more than any single thinker of the Latin Age to demonstrate the power of cenoscopy 
and yet also its limits as pointing the way to the need for ideoscopy to supplement and 
complete the full development of human understanding.

“The Splendor of the Latins”
If there were one defining figure for the whole of the later Latin Age — actually 

there were at least three such — that one would be Thomas Aquinas. It was from his 
work above all that the Latin Age comes to be characterized as the age of the “philoso-
phy of being”. For while philo so phy in this period was focused initially on things, the 
order of ens reale as exercising an existence independent of human thought and action, 
yet the great Aquinas so adjusted the focus that the very notion of “thing” became a 
transcendental, that is to say (speaking within the context of a distinctively medieval de-
velopment of philosophy13 foreclosed in the modern period, yet essential for semiotic), 

11 As reported in Gilson 1922: II, 9; cf. Gilson 1944: 507. Albert’s contemporary, Roger Bacon, 
c.1214–1292, the most famous medieval scientist, na tur ally (inasmuch as he was a Franciscan) 
reciprocated this ill-feeling. But these two should have been natural allies. In general, the Franciscans 
in England regularly produced — and much more so than Albert’s own order, where Albert was more 
sui generis — men of a scientific temper against whom Albert’s generalization was most unjust.

12 Torrell 1996: 313.
13 I say “distinctively medieval” because, although founded indeed on various remarks of Aristotle 

in his Physics text of c.348/347bbc, we know since the work of Pouillon 1930 that the first systematic 
thematization of the content of those ancient obiter dicta was essayed during the infancy of Aquinas, 
c.1225/8, by Philip Cancellarius, and this theme of the “transcendental properties consequent upon 
being” was taken up thereafter by the main medieval authors, including Thomas’s principal teacher, 
Albert the Great. The distinctiveness of the contribution of Aquinas to this philosophical theme has 
been studied especially by Aertsen (in a series of works, but especially Aertsen 1996). Our interest in 
the present context, as will appear, is mainly the bearing of the doctrine of the transcendentals on the 
semiotic doctrine of ontological relation and on the subordination of the notion of “being as such” 
or “ens commune” to the prior notion of ens primum cognitum; though we should also note Doyle’s 
article (1997) showing the decadence of the transcendental theme in Kant, where ontolog i cal relation 
is reduced to logical relations (entia rationis) (see Deely 2001: Chap. 13). Here is one of those many 
junctures where we risk getting too far ahead of our story.

Yet let it be noted that when an author such as O’Meara (1997: 191, 188) writes of “the idealist 
distinction of transcendental and categorical” (because after Kant “transcendental” became a term for 
“the analysis of active human subjectivity”), one has to think that his early years of philosophy at   River 
Forest went for nought, that only his later years of theological study in Europe remain in his mind. 
Among the merits of his book is the reminder it gives us of just how far medieval studies have to go in 
recovering the organic unity of the Latin Age and the pivotal role Aquinas played in gestating that unity 
at a level deeper than confessional allegiance. The distinction in question, contrasting (in more than 
one way) what characterizes the content of all the categories with the content proper to each category 
(the content constitutive of the categories, we might say, insofar as being contracts to finite modes) is 
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a property convertible or coextensive, in Aquinas’ philoso phy,14 with being, truth, good-
ness, unity, and — perhaps, for this is a disputed question15 — beauty.

This adjustment necessitated a radical development of the philosophical doctrine 
of analogy, that is to say, the account of how one and the same word can be used in re-
lated but different senses in discourse. This doctrine of analogy pretty much began its 
philosophical life in the Stagirite’s reply to the Parmenidean One doctrine that “being is 
said in many ways”;16 but we find the discussion resumed in Aquinas’s writings at a much 
higher level than anything to be found in Aristotle. We will see that precisely for want of 
an understanding of the founda tional implica tions of Aquinas’ doctrine of analogy and 
his corollary doctrine of the transcendental “proper ties” of being, most of his late mod-
ern followers (the Neothomists, as we will say17) in their battle against Descartes and the 

far older than modern idealism in any form (let alone the late Kantian form). Not only was it hardly 
idealist in its original formulation (neither on the side of subjectivity as transcendentally relative, nor 
on the side of objectivity as indifferent to the distinction between physical and objective relations), but 
no scheme of categories “idealist” in the modern sense can accommodate the ancient sense or medieval 
development of the several facets of “transcendental” features of being encountered within experience. 
Indeed, with something like the full story told, the appropriation of the term “transcendental” by Kant 
appears as something of a temporary aberration in the process of being corrected as postmodernity 
resumes the semiotic themes so strongly sounded in the closing Latin centuries. “Transcendental” 
characterizes the involvement of subjectivity beyond itself not only in the human case but in every 
case, and uniquely in the human case only as understanding is unique, which is not by restriction to an 
Umwelt but by transforming Umwelt into Lebenswelt (which would not be possible were the cognitive 
transcendence of “active human subjectivity” such as Kant analyzes it to be).

“In the semeiotic theory of the nineties” Deledalle (1992: 293–4) was of the opinion that “there will 
be no ground, except inside the sign-action, far away from Being and without any relation to Being”, 
that “there will no longer be any substance, but only relations, productive of objects within a system 
of signs in process.” But in speaking thus he shows once again the incapacity of late modern idealism 
to realize the distinctive perspective of the doctrine of signs as no longer tied to either side of the old 
ens reale / ens rationis distinction. To be locked into a perspective restricted to the latter branch of this 
distinction has been the characteristic of modernity, even as near-exclus ive preoccupation with the 
former branch of the distinction characterized ancient and medieval concerns. Whatever may be said 
of any philosophy “transcendental” in a primarily modern sense or of “the semeiotic theory of the 
nineties” insofar as it betrays unbroken ties with the epistemological paradigm defining modernity, the 
semiotic development of the doctrine of signs in the definitively postmodern perspective and noetic (in 
contrast to epistemological) paradigm proper to itself guarantees that the twenty-first century belongs 
definitively to a new age of understanding. Begging the reader’s indulgence for getting so far here 
ahead of the story, let me resume the main narrative; but I urge the reader to reconsider this note when 
he or she has completed the book.

14 The locus classicus in which Aquinas develops his distinctive doctrine of the “transcen dental 
properties of being”, the “transcen den tal ia” or simply “transcendentales”, is Aquinas c.1256–1259: 
Quaestiones Disputatae de Veritate, the body of question one (= q. 1 corpus; in Busa ed. vol. 3, p. 1. I have 
diagramed this text, in which Aquinas derives the transcendentals of medieval tradition from within 
being-as-first-known, in Deely 2001: 648). There are further discussions of the transcendentals in 
various places throughout the writings of Aquinas. In this present book, I shall have occasion to take 
up more detail of the doctrine of the transcendentalia also in Chapter 10 below, p. 358, note 42.

15 “Most scholars hold that the medievals incorporated the beautiful into the list of transcendentals”, 
Aertsen observed in 1991: 145–6; but, against this late 20th century consensus, he further observes that 
“the general picture of thirteenth-century thought about the beautiful is that it is not a new, separate 
transcendental, but that it is to be discussed within the framework of the good”. Cf. Kovach 1974. And 
far is this from the only disputed question: cf. Wolter 1946: 100 notably.

16 Cited in note 4, p. 138, of Chapter 7.
17 See esp. the comment on this name in note 248 of this Chapter, p. 254 below.



176 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

idealism in general that became the hallmark of modernity, fell into that trap (native to 
the way of things) of proceeding “as if a philosophy of being could not also be a philoso-
phy of mind”,18 and quite missed the problem of being-as-first-known, as shall appear.

Even when due allowance has been made for the fabrications and exaggerations 
endemic to hagiogra phy as a literary genre, it is clear from the events of Aquinas’ life 
that from childhood his mind and spirit were fixed on reality such as it could not be 
contained within the confines of the physical universe, however boundless or eternal 
that universe might be in time and space. It is not only that he spent his life as a friar 
and a teacher of theology. The transcendence of his vision is the heart of his philosophy.

Aquinas vis-à-vis Aristotle and Lombard
Aristotle had concluded his Physics with a demonstration, as he thought, of the 

existence of a series of pure intelligences, bodiless spirits or, as he said, “separated 
substances”,19 that were the cause of the circular motion of the heavens. Above this 
series of Intelligences, however, and responsible even for their motion by the attractive 
power which evoked their love, hovered the First Mover, the source of “the love that 
moves the moon and stars”, a self-subsistent thinking, and the final cause of all that 
moves, down to the rocks and mud of earth.

Aristotle saw this “First Mover” as a self-absorbed thinker, not even aware, perhaps, 
of the uni verse he moved, and certainly not involved with the details of that universe at 
the level of the gene ra tions and corruptions that go on below the sphere of the moon, 
toward the center of the universe where all its least noble elements are gathered in the 
making up of the earth and all that is part of the earth. Having been the first thinker of 
record to raise the notion of cause above the notion of “efficient” or agent cause, per-
haps we should not be surprised that Aristotle came to think of the “Prime Mover”, the 
“Mover that moves without being moved”, in terms of the highest form of distinguished 
causality, and in terms of thought rather than of transitive action. Be that as it may, for 
a certainty he never conceived of the need for the universe to have a cause of its “being 
as such”, a cause of existence. For even the faint suggestion of such a notion, unheard of 
among the ancient “physicists”, the ancient world would have to wait for Plotinus, and 
his “henology” or “philosophy of the One” beyond being (and “non-being”);20 and, af-
ter that, for the medieval Latins who would take up this question not only after Aristotle 
and the Neoplatonists, but after, also, the Arabic thinkers who, like the Latins, knew 
little to nothing of Greek (they had relied on Christians in their midst from Islamic 
conquests of regions previously under Byzantine control to make the translations into 
Arabic of the Greek heritage), but much of the thought of Aristotle as well as of Ploti-
nus and the others who succeeded Aristotle in contemplating the matter of a “cause of 
the cosmos”.

Only with these Latins of the “high middle ages”, Thomas Aquinas in particular, 
is the relation of the universe to its “Creative Source” decisively clarified according to 
its most radical philosophical intelligibility: as the mak ing of something where before 
(to speak through a spatial meta phor) there was nothing at all, creatio ex nihilo, “creation 

18 Maritain 1959: 66; 1932: 388: “comme si une philosophie de l’être ne pouvait être aussi une 
philosophie de l’esprit”.

19 Not “separable substances”, that is, substantial forms able to exist apart from matter but one time 
or some times embodied in it, but “separated substances”, i.e., substances whose nature it is to exist as 
disembodied forms.

20 See Chap. 3 above, pp. 70ff.
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out of nothing” — the realization that God in giving to creatures an existence in their 
own right presupposes nothing whatever on the side of the creature as that upon which 
He acts; so that the creation depends in the whole of its being upon the divine existence 
which, in turn, depends upon nothing at all. There is God, the infinite perfection of 
existence, which can be participated in finite ways.

This was not a matter of “discovering” the distinction between “essence” or “what 
a thing is” and “existence”, since Aquinas (rightly) regarded this distinction as a truth 
self-evident to all human beings, as we will see21 from his own texts and comments on 
the texts of others bearing on this point, notably Boethius and Aristotle before him. 
It was rather a matter of considering existence itself, presupposed in the Aristotelian 
treatments of causality (any finite agent, to produce an effect, needs some matter to act 
upon!), as an effect requiring explanation in its own right possible only from an infinite 
cause able to act presupposing nothing at all for its proper effect. Taken in this light, ex-
istence finitely exercised wherever it is to be found appears as the veritable “fingerprint 
of God”, the only “cause” giving and sustaining being ex nihilo, “out of nothing” — ex-
istence itself, able to be participated in finite realizations of infinite good.

The rendering actual of that participability as extrinsic to God is the act of creation, 
and the sustaining of such participation is of a piece with creation. But the participabil-
ity and the participation are simultaneous in and with the creative act. It is ongoing, 
here and now, not “once and for all there and then”. “Participability”, thus (despite 
the grammatical form of the “-ability” suffix to the noun-form signifying “able to be 
participated”22), is not a potentiality properly speaking; for it has no existence in God, 
and no existence outside of God. “Participability”, the “potency”, exists only as actualized. 
That is to say, “participa bil ity”, or “imitability”, has “being” only as intrinsic to and spec-
ificative of an actual creature, something that exists “in fact”23 and that, through “signate 
matter”, marks a “recognizable line” drawn across and through succeeding generations 
and corruptions. The world, thus, is really related to God as dependent upon the divine 
existence, but God has no relation of dependency at all upon the world to which He 
gives existential being according to the intrinsic limitations and specificities which make 
of the creation a plurality of interacting beings.

For the rest, in the scattered texts that came to be called Aristotle’s “Metaphysics”,24 
but which Aristotle himself thought of merely as, from one point of view, “discourse 
about god” (“theology”) or, from another point of view, as a discourse aimed at bringing 
together the loose ends of physics (“first philoso phy”), Aristotle was con cerned above 
all with sorting out and pulling together the various notions of physical science which 
appeared to have a wider application than the world of matter in motion. These notions 
could be used, perhaps, to flesh out and explore a notion of being as such, superior to 
the division between celestial and terrestrial matter, material substances and separated 
intelligences, primary and secondary movers. But Aristotle had not thought of the situ-
ation fully in that way. He had not thought of it as “metaphysics”. He had thought of 

21 Below, p. 207ff.
22 I.e., “participable” (= “able to be participated”).
23 This is why contradictory notes cannot constitute an essence: it is not because God is not 

omnipotent that a square circle cannot exist, but because the pure intelligibility of being cannot be 
realized in a finite mode which negates itself. It is a limitation neither in God nor outside of God, except 
in the creation itself which requires to be intelligible in order to participate in limited ways with the 
unlimited understanding of the divine life.

24 Recall “Metaphysics by any other name” in Chapter 7, p. 160.
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the matter merely of inves ti gating the foundations and consequences of physics, lead 
where that may.

Aquinas was half-inclined to pick up where Aristotle had left off, for he saw that 
Aristotle had mistaken much about this “First Mover”. Nor was it merely the Greek Ar-
istotle of ancient Athens that Aquinas contem plated, as we have seen, but the “multicul-
tural Aristotle” that came to the Latins by way of the influence of Plotin us, Augustinian 
thinkers, and the “gentile” Arabic thinkers of Islam. But first, as a student of the newly 
nascent theology, before any public thought of Aristotle in any shape or form, Aquinas 
had to deal with Lombard’s Sentences.

The Idea of Theology to Displace “Christian Philosophy” as Sacra Doctrina
The Latin world had changed a lot since the days of Augustine. Philosophy in the 

time of Augustine had been regarded more as a way of life than as an intellectual disci-
pline; and, as we saw, Neoplatonism even developed some pretensions to being a ‘way 
of salvation’. In this climate, as thinkers who developed their ideas within the frame-
work of ancient pagan beliefs were pagan philosophers, so those who thought within the 
framework of the new Christian beliefs were Christian philosophers. To be a Christian 
philosopher meant simply (it is quite a lot, actually) to be a Christian who thinks about 
philosophical questions and problems, just as to be a pagan philosopher meant simply to 
be one who thinks about these same issues but without the added dimension of a spe-
cifically Christian framework of beliefs and concerns (or even, as in the case of Proclus 
and many others of late Neoplatonism, with the added dimension of a specifically anti-
Christian framework of beliefs and concerns).

But a Christian philosopher is one thing, a Christian philosophy quite another; just as a 
cultural context for philosophical (or scientific) thought is one thing, the philosophy (or 
science) quite another, whatever the liaisons and reflections there may be that develop 
historically between the two. But just this, the formal lights distinguishing different 
activities of human thought and different dimensions within the same activity, is what 
Aristotle made up for in the approach of Plato, and what Augustine could not receive 
from his Neoplatonist guides in philosophy.25 What Augustine received instead was “a 
philosophical spiritualism”26 from which he went on to an acceptance and unmatched 
defense of the religious spirituality he found in the gospels and early Christian church. 
Neither his time, his temperament, nor his tools were oriented to the task of distin-
guishing for the work of human understanding a relative autonomy respecting religious 
belief on one side and the role of sense perception on the other.

In fact, for all his considerable genius and originality in the intellectual development 
of Christian doctrine, Augustine’s stance was typical of patristic thought, as Neopla-
tonism was typical of the Greek religious thought of Byzantium and the pagan thought 
(Greek and Latin) of Augustine’s day. This, then, was the style of thought inevitably 
embodied in the assemb lage of writings made by Peter Lombard under the title of Sen-
tences, despite the framework of Aristotelian logical thinking within which these early 
Christian authors were summarized and organized and interpreted. It is quite a coinci-
dence of history that, in the Latin Age, Lombard’s anthology of patristic thought and 

25 As a result, says Maritain (1959: 300), “to ask St. Augustine for a philosophical system is to claim 
for philosophy and its proper light something that really comes from the light of the most exalted 
Christian wisdom, faith and charity.” The whole of Chapter VII, “Augustinian Wisdom”, pp. 291–309, 
of this work by Maritain is given over to an examination of the subject matter of the present section.

26 In Gilson’s phrase (1960: 232).
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Aristotle’s “system of the sciences”, highly refined and developed through commentaries 
both of ancient Greek and more recent Arabic origin, became available together at just 
the moment when — especially at Bologna and Paris,27 but also at Cologne (where the 
influence of Albert the Great was increasingly felt) — what we have come to call univer-
sities were also forming. And at just this time too a young genius sallied forth from the 
Aquino castle of Roccasecca to join the intellectual fray.

Lombard’s Sentences were barely a century old when Aquinas studied them and was 
compelled, in order to win his academic spurs, to write upon them a thorough Com-
mentary. This he did well and truly enough, but the result was something unusual. By 
the result here I do not mean the substantial commentary itself on the sentences that he 
produced. I mean the conclusion Aquinas reached that the Sentences were not suitable 
for the purpose to which they had been put in the universities, namely, the purpose of 
providing beginning students with an acquaintance with theology.

Now what could Aquinas have had in mind? Today, roughly since the 1960s, we dis-
tinguish religious stud ies from theology, and students today know mainly of departments 
of religious studies, which may or may not include formal courses in theology. That dis-
tinction did not exist in Aquinas’ day. Indeed, the new disciplinary notion then was pre-
cisely that of theology, a notion to whose final form Aquinas did so much to contribute.

Theology for Aquinas was the use of human reason in the service of the mysteries 
of faith, and the mys te ries of faith all go back to God. Scripture and tradition are mate-
rials for theolo gians to use, because they con vey the mysteries to us; but it is up to the 
theologian to give these materials a rationalized form, using indeed the autonomously 
valid intellectual tools of logic and philosophical reason (the proper achievements of 
human understanding in its own sphere, let us say), while centering their use no longer 
on human experience as such but on how the God to whom all faith is directed through 
revelation in its twofold form of Sacred Scripture and Chris tian tradition can be said to 
permeate that experience. That God, the Christian God, for Aquinas, became incarnate 
in the person of Jesus, to be sure, and it is only through the Savior that all things are able 
in fact to return to that Source from which they have issued. But the structure or frame-
work for the proper study of theology, the use of reason in the service of under stand ing 
divine things, is the going forth of the universe from God in creation and the return of 
the universe to God through the Redemption.28

Moreover, this structure has to be formally unified in order to meet the require-
ments of fully thematic or systematic knowledge (and indeed the “theology” formulated 

27 See Haskins 1957.
28 Torrell 1996: 43 glosses this point with the observation that, for St. Thomas, the profound 

reason for this plan lies in the idea that the act of creation mirrors externally the interior procession of 
the divine persons: “If we do not remember the biblical affirmation of God as the Alpha and Omega of 
all that is visible and invisible, this plan may seem only a rather flat assertion. We do not perceive all its 
depth until we grasp the organizing ratio that gives it its intelligibility. Thomas sees the ratio in the fact 
that the creation — the emergence of creatures from God, the first principle — finds its explanation 
in the fact that even in God there is an ‘emergence of the Principle’, which is the procession of the 
Word from the Father. The divine efficacy that works in the creation is thus related to the generation 
of the Word, just as the formal cause of the grace that will permit creatures to return to God is linked 
to the spiration of the Holy Spirit. More precisely and fully, we might therefore say that the divine 
missions ad extra are explained according to the order of the processions of the divine persons ad intra.” 
Torrell further notes that “in this way of conceiving things, the entire universe of created beings, 
spiritual and material, thus appears animated by a deep dynamism that,” he concludes (in a flight of 
thinking perhaps more wishful than deductive), “when the time came, would without difficulty permit 
the integration of historical becoming into theological reflections.”
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by St. Thomas is sometimes termed “systematic theology” in contrast to “patristic the-
ology” or “biblical theology”; but, in the mind of St. Thomas, these latter uses of the 
term theology would have been metaphorical at best, at worst equivocal). For what was 
new in the con cep tion of St. Thomas was the idea of the possibility of a new scientia (a 
new doctrina, as we might rather say29) beyond the spe cific types of knowledge that can 
be established by human reason func tion ing in its own order as the understanding of a 
rational animal dealing with the structure and causes of the surrounding envi ron ment 
and of our own physical being as organisms endowed with awareness and feelings.

St. Thomas was not one of those who, like Augustine or Anselm, thought that it was 
sufficient to refer the basis of our reasoning to the articles of Christian faith and writ-
ings of a Sacred Scripture. To the contrary, he recognized with Aris  totl e the possibility 
of a whole structure of rational knowledge divided into various sciences according to 
the subject matter and manner of study which was perfectly valid in its own right and 
the conclusions of which could not be gainsaid by or dictated by reli g ious belief and 
authority. The idea of a “Christian philosophy”, so strong in the Fathers of the Church 
and after them even down to the present day, may yet be said to have formally died in 
the writings of Aquinas with his dis tinction of “sacred doctrine”, that is, theology (sacra 
doctrina or theologia), from every branch and type of experimental, mathematical, and 
philosophical science.30

29 The medievals, following Aristotle, used the terms “doctrina” and “scientia” interchangeably 
to designate the disciplined use of reason to develop systematically a formally unified knowledge of 
some subject matter. The rationale of such a systematic development was precisely the formal aspect 
under which the subject matter in question was thematically unified. So, for example, the study of the 
human being as “a physiological system” would give rise to one body of knowledge, the study of the 
same subject matter as “capable of free acts” would give rise to another, the study of the same subject 
matter again “as influenced by emotion” another, and so on. In medieval terms, each of these studies 
would have the same “material object”, but each would attain that object and unify the investigation 
of that object under a different formality, and it is this formality which gives rise and unity to different 
“sciences”, that is, prospective bodies of knowledge, by providing, even within one and the same 
material object, distinct “formal objects”. Later on, we will see, in the passage from the Latin Age 
to modern philosophy, it became necessary to distinguish between “science” in the modern sense of 
a body of knowledge whose various propositions or theses refer directly to what can be subjected to 
falsification by empirical means (ideoscopic science) and “science” in the philosophical sense of a body 
of knowledge whose various propositions or theses refer directly to the understanding as able to attain 
to a knowledge of being which is not reducible to sense perception but depends for its verification 
within experience upon intelligible necessities analytically isolated within a consistent network of 
discourse reliant on common experience above all (cenoscopic science). What is important to note at 
this juncture is that, when St. Thomas refers to a “science”, he is doing so in the Aristotelian sense of 
a formally unified and systematically developed investigation, which sense of science is prior to and 
compatible with the modern distinction between “science” ideoscopically conceived and philosophy 
or theology as mainly cenoscopic in character — and the distinction of all three from the “dogma” of 
proclamations primarily authoritative; for “science” in the Aristotelian sense was necessarily (by reason 
of the times when instrumentation was primitive) primarily cenoscopic in fact, but clearly anticipatory 
of ideoscopic developments in principle.

30 Among the 20th century writers who have tried to defend the idea of “Christian philosophy”, only 
Maritain seems to have awakened in the end fully to the consequences of what St. Thomas wrote as the 
opening Question with ten articles for his Summa theologiae. His witness is the more valuable because, 
of all those propounding the cause of a “Christian philosophy”, from 1931 onward (see Maritain 
1932a, 1935: esp. ch. 2; also 1938) he was recognized on all hands as the most competent spokesman. 
Yet the words on the subject from his last year of life and last book (Maritain 1973: 507) were these: 
“Ici une petite parenthèse: je viens d’employer le mot ‘mystique naturelle’, et j’en ai usé bien souvent, 
parce que, lorsqu’on est pressé par la recherche, on se sert des mots qu’on a sous la main. Mais si digne 
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And never forget that, for Aquinas, reason, human understanding, is free only in the 
line of truth; so that, if there can be confessional abuses imposed on reason, indeed, this 
does not mean that reason is “free” to abuse con fes sions of faith in its turn:31 “For just as 
matters of religious belief cannot be demonstra tive ly proven, so too opinions contrary 
to religious belief cannot be demonstratively shown to be false, but they can be shown 
to be unnecessary”; whence their categorical assertion “belongs not to philosophy but 
to an abuse of philosophy”.32

What would distinguish “sacred doctrine” from both philosophical doctrine and 
from science in the modern sense was precisely the formal rationale or light under 
which it attained its object, namely, the light of divine revelation accepted as such. Such 
a science was necessary, Thomas posited, because the final destiny of the human being 
with God after death is something known only by divine revelation within religious be-
lief, not by any natural investigation or means. Such a science was possible, he posited, 
because he accepted that we do in fact have a revelation from and by God of this eternal 
destiny of the individual human being. And such a science was indeed a science, that is 
to say, a prospectively unified and thematic area of investigation, because it studied all 
things under the aspect of something “revealed or able to be revealed” to human under-
standing by God.33

d’attention que soit la chose, le mot en question ne vaut rien. Je me suis creusé la tête pour en trouver 
un meilleur; ce que je voudrais proposer, c’est ‘la mystique du regard du soi’ ou, plus brièvement, ‘la 
mystique du miroir’, par opposition à ‘la mystique de l’union d’amour à Dieu’ ou ‘la mystique du feu’. 
Le même problème se pose avec le mot ‘philosophie chrétienne’, que j’ai aussi employé bien souvent, 
et qui ne vaut rien non plus; ce que je propose à la place, c’est ‘la philosophie comme plénièrement 
telle’ ou ‘la philosophie allant de l’avant’, par opposition à ‘la philosophie comme simplement telle’ ou 
‘la philosophie trébuchante’.”

And his closest intellectual associate of his final years, Heinz R. Schmitz, in the “Préface” he wrote 
for this volume under the nom de plume of Ernst R. Korn (op. cit. p. xvii), considered the point salient 
enough to mark it with a paragraph of his own, which I cite in part: “Si aujourd’hui il propose de la 
désigner par un autre mot, c’est d’abord parce que le nom de philosophie chrétienne évoque trop l’idée 
d’une philosophie non pas libre, mais liée par on ne sait quelles convenances d’ordre confessionnel. Il 
y a cependant une raison plus profonde pour changer le vocabulaire sur ce point. C’est que le terms de 
‘philosophie chrètienne’ risque de masquer aux yeux de notre esprit que nous avons affaire ici, non plus 
à la philosophie parvenue à sa pleine maturité, à la philosophie comme plénièrement telle. Dans le fond, ce 
qui est un jeu ici est bien plus qu’un changement de vocabulaire.”

We can only wonder what comment would be made on the new proposal by Bréhier first of all, and 
secondly by Gilson.

31 Here Aquinas anticipates the so-called “new atheism” as propounded by such thinkers of late 
modern/early postmodern times as Antony Flew (11 February 1923–2010 April 8) prior to c.2004 
(when he decided that the evidence after all favors the existence of God), now esp. Daniel Dennett (28 
March 1942– ), Richard Dawkins (26 March 1941– ), Christopher Hitchens (13 April 1949– ) and the 
like. Cf. <http://newatheists.org/>. Further below in this Chapter, on the “Praeambula Fidei”, p. 219.

32 Aquinas c.1257/8: Super Boethius De Trinitate, Q. 2. art. 3c (Busa 4 p. 525): “si quid autem in 
dictis philosophorum inveni tur contrarium fidem, hoc non est philosophia, sed magis philosophiae 
abusus ex defectu rationis, et ideo possibile est ex principiis philosophiae huiusmodi errorem refellere 
vel ostendendo omnino esse impossibile vel ostendendo non esse necessarium. sicut enim ea quae 
sunt fidem non possunt demonstrative probari, ita quaedam contraria eis non possunt demonstrative 
ostendi esse falsa, sed potest ostendi non necessaria.” 

33 Aquinas, Summa theologiae I.1.4c: “Quia igitur sacra doctrina considerat aliqua secundum 
quod sunt divinitus revelata, secundum quod dictum est art. 3, omnia quaecumque sunt divinitus 
revelabilia, communicant in una ratione formali objecti huius scientiae” (“Because, therefore, 
theology considers materials according as they are divinely revealed, as was said in the preceding 
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Moreover, this new science of theology is not only distinct from the philosophical 
and exper i men tal sci ences — all doctrina humana, as we might say — for the very same 
reason that these various sciences are distinct from one another (their formal objects34), 
but it is also ex hypothesi superior to them for a twofold reason. First, theology takes 
its principles not only from logic and experience but also and primarily from the word 
of God. Second, theology is not confined to being either speculative (pertaining to 
the knowledge of being as it exists independently of human thought and action, as is 
the case with physics, mathematics, or metaphysics), or practical (pertaining to the 
knowledge of being as it exists dependently upon human thought and action, as is 
the case with art and ethics), but extends itself to both orders of being as creatures of 
God.35 Yet just as spec u lative knowledge alone is distinctively human knowledge and 
this knowledge “becomes practical” by being applied to things prospectively under hu-
man control, so theology is more speculative than it is practical because it extends first 
to God as revealed and then to the things revealed by God about the creation. Whence, 
just as speculative knowledge is superior to practical knowledge in the philosophical 
and scientific order, so theology is superior to speculative and prac tical knowledge 
alike in the order of philosophy and science. So is the groundwork laid for the notion 
of theology as “queen of the sciences”, and the notion of philosophy as “handmaid of 
theology” ratified.36

But — and this is the decisive point, the point that contrasts Thomas’ thinking overall 
with the earlier thought of the great Augustine — what is new about the idea of theology 
in the writings of Aquinas is the fact that religious thinking within confessional confines is 
sharply distinguished from the philosophical use as such of reason which is not confes-
sional; and theology is at the same time itself elevated to a doctrinal or “scientific” status 
within those same confines by the application to it of the Aristotelian idea of scientia as 
the thematically unified and syste mat ically developed knowledge of a given subject mat-
ter critically based on the pertinent principles and causes. A systematic discourse about 

article, anything whatever that can be divinely revealed shares in the single formal rationale of the 
object of this science”).

34 “Diversa ratio cognoscibilis diversitatem scientiarum inducit”, as St. Thomas put it himself at 
the opening of his Summa the o logiae (I.1.1c: “a diverse rationale of knowability brings about a diversity 
of systematized human knowledge”). See below, p. 255ff., “The ‘Formal Object’ of Latin Scholasticism 
(Peirce’s ‘Ground’)”.

35 Ibid. I.1.4c: “licet in scientiis philosophicis alia sunt speculativa, et alia practica, sacra tamen 
doctrina comprehendit utram que; sicut et Deus eadem scientia se cognoscit, et ea quae facit” (“although 
human disciplines of knowledge are either speculative or practical, yet theology embraces both the 
speculative and the practical; just as God knows by one and the same knowledge himself and the 
things which he makes”). Similarly, as we saw above concerning Locke’s resolution of the Peripatetic/
Stoic alternative views on logic at the end of Chapter 7 above, p. 169 note 64, and will further see in 
Chapter 9, the doctrine of signs is not restricted to the speculative or the practical order but extends to 
both, yet for a very different reason: not because it draws on a light superior to human understanding 
but because it provides the means whereby speculative and practical understanding alike is achieved. 
Further in Deely 2003: 100–113.

36 This expression, “philosophy is the handmaid to theology” (“philosophia sit ancilla theologiae”), well 
expresses St. Thom as’ idea of the use theology must make of the principles of logic, philosophy, and 
science in order to give a rational structure to the understanding of the content of revelation: “theology 
uses such principles as subordinate and ancillary instruments” (“utitur eis tanquam inferioribus et 
ancillis”).
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God as revealed — theos + logos: such was what Aquinas conceived theology to be:37 “For 
all things are treated in sacred doctrine under the rationale of God, either because the 
things considered belong to God himself, or because they are ordered to God as begin-
ning or end.”

Aquinas found this framework not at all well represented in the four books of pa-
tristic opinions assem bled by Peter Lombard (anymore than it is in the patristic writings 
themselves, or in the collection of books of the Bible). To be sure, all the elements and 
pieces are there, but scattered and disjointed over a thousand pages, with many repeti-
tions, detours, and backtracks thrown in the student’s way. Aquinas thought that the 
Sentences needed done to them what Louis Napoleon III (1808–1873) thought the bou-
levards of Paris needed: a widening and straightening so one could get where one want-
ed to go.38 The Summa theologiae of Thomas Aquinas is that “widening and straighten-
ing” of the intellectual boulevards of Christian thought for which the Sentences of Peter 
Lombard demon strat ed the need. The Summa theologiae was conceived and executed in 
Aquinas’ mature mind as the introductory textbook of theology to replace the Sentences.

Well, he died before he was quite finished. Diligent disciples completed the Summa 
from his notes, in what is called the “Supplementum” or posthumous completion of 
the third and final part of the work; but who knows how Aquinas himself would have 
adjusted and integrated the notes and manu scripts used by his students in form ing this 
“supplement” that appears to this day as the conclusion of his master work? After his 
death, early en thusiasts for his plan of theology actually tried to use the Summa theologi-
ae in place of the officially man dat ed Sentences, but the authorities of the time would not 
tolerate the effort.39 Not until the 16th century was at hand, more than two full centuries 
after his death, would the work begin to be used as Thomas had planned, beginning at 
least with Cajetan’s 1497–1499 lectures at Pavia. The Cardinal Thomas de Vio Cajetan 
had sufficient ecclesiastical and academic stature that when he re placed the Sentences 
with the Summa there was no one to gainsay him. After Cajetan in Italy, professors in 

37 Summa theologiae I.1.7c: “Omnia autem pertractantur in sacra doctrina sub ratione Dei; vel quia 
sunt ipse Deus; vel quia ha bent ordinem ad Deum.”

38 And, of course, in the case of Paris, get a clear cannon-shot off against unwelcome visitors. 
Buckley strongly suggests (1987: 43) that something of this nature followed upon the eventual success 
of Thomas’s plan: “Lombard had held medieval theology to geth er, presenting a common series of texts 
upon which vastly different theological structures could be built. The Sentences gave all the theologians 
of the Middle Ages, irrespective of the color of their convictions, a common language and a common 
tradition with in which the conflicting theologies of Duns Scotus, William of Ockham, Durandus of St. 
Pourçain, and Thomas Aquinas could contact and speak intelligibly with one another. The Sentences 
provided for the Middle Ages what Catholic theology has never been able to regain: a focus or a unity 
precisely within dispersion, a common series of theological statements, a vocabulary and a common 
intellectual tradition which allowed substantial disagreements, and an irreducible pluralism with a 
shared culture. ... Opting for the work of Aquinas over the Lombard’s ordered assemblage of texts 
from the Fathers of the Church which were the common posses sion of all Christians”, Buckley argues, 
would introduce a “factional schism within Catholic theology” that would parallel “the sectarian 
divisions which were increasingly polarizing Christianity” through the various Protestant reforms of 
the 16th century and after.

This is an interesting observation, and perhaps helps to understand the turn from “theology 
departments” to “religious studies” departments with the late 20th century return to a more ecumenical 
spirit among Christian denominations.

39 From the Acts of the Provincial Chapter of the Roman Dominican Province held in Perugia in 
1308 (Kaeppeli and Dondaine eds. 1941: 169): “Item volumus et ordinamus firmiter observari quod 
lectores et bacellarii legant de Sententiis et non de summa Thome.”



184 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

Catholic universities elsewhere, especially in the Iberian peninsula, followed suit; and 
this move contributed great ly to the strong identification of Aquinas with “Catholic” as 
opposed to “Protestant” thought over the centuries since, notwithstanding the fact that 
Thomas him self, like Augustine before him who escaped such a partisan fate, lived and 
wrote at a time when the terms “Catholic” and “Christian” were wholly synonymous, 
before the adver sa tive sense that came to attach to “Catholic” in opposition to “Protes-
tant” in the wake of Luther.

Cosmology in Aquinas
The whole Summa40 was constructed on the image of a “eternal return”, a cyclical 

cosmos. Of course, for the Latins, the “cycle” was the Augustinian Christian one41 of 
innocence, fall, and return through redemption; but underlying this was the ancient 
secular image of a cyclical cosmos such as Aristotle had envisaged, and which was the 
cosmological image for a long time to come — indeed, to the closing years of the Latin 
Age. At the same time, no one had better than Aquinas distanced himself from the dog-
matic conclusions others had allowed them selves to fall into by taking that cosmological 
image of an unchanging cycle of natural developments for certain fact. In the Summa 
itself, both these points — the image of the cosmos as cyclical, and the assertion that the 
details of that image are more of the nature of hypothesis than fact — appear fairly early, 
in a passage where Aquinas is talking not at all about faith but about the use of human 
understanding vis-à-vis natural phenomena sometimes to develop hypo the ses about the 
reasons for those phenomena and sometimes actually to explain natural phenomena 
through natural causes:42

40 Besides the Summa theologiae, Aquinas had also written, i.1259–65, a second huge Summa contra 
gentiles. Oddly, the intention of this work has become subject to extensive debate (Torrell 1996: 104–
107). The once common, clean and simple story that the work was intended to aid missionaries to 
Spain in convincing Muslims of the truth of the Catholic faith turns out to be a legend dating only 
from about the 16th century. Why not simply see the work as a case of Thomas making for himself and 
any reader interested his first review of the whole horizon of intellectual controversies that appeared 
to one of his time professing the Christian faith? He might well have done this, given the place of the 
work in the chronology of his literary career, as preparatory to the massive task he would undertake 
shortly, namely, that of commenting on nearly the whole of the philosophical corpus of Aristotle in order 
to show its consonance (and the consonance of the work of human understanding in general, even at 
its own level of a doctrinal development independent of confessional allegiance) with the confessional 
allegiance of a Christian as such?

Both works, in any event, both Summae, are masterpieces, but the Summa theologiae has the added 
virtue of being the one writing in which Aquinas most maturely spoke his own mind, and it has become 
customary, when referring to “the Summa” of Aquinas without qualification, invar i ably to mean the 
Summa theologiae unless context makes very plain otherwise; and normally the context to the contrary 
is explicitly supplied by the custom of always referring to the Summa contra gentiles by its full name 
or by the contraction Contra gentes. I follow these customs here. As the Mexicans almost always mean 
“Mexico City” when they say “Mexico” without qualification, and not the state of Mexico within the 
country of Mexico, so when the Thomists say “the Summa of St. Thomas” they almost always mean the 
Summa theologiae and not the Summa contra gentiles.

41 Augustine’s strong view of “original sin” as the main “reason” for the Incarnation was far from 
the unanimous teaching of the early Fathers; but in the Latin church Augustine’s views were the 
dominant voice in the Latin Age. The hypothesis has not proved helpful in any regard. See Deely 1996.

42 I. 32. 1. ad 2 — references to the Summa are always by part, indicated by Roman numerals as I, 
II, or III for the Prima pars, the Secunda pars, and the Tertia pars, respectively. Part II of the Summa has 
a major subdivision, indicated as I–II (for Prima pars Secundae partis, sometimes shortened to Prima 
Secundae) or II–II (for Secunda pars Secundae partis, or Secunda Secundae). A reference to any of these 
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In seeking to provide an explanation for some datum, reason can be employed in either 
of two ways.

First, it can be employed so as to establish sufficiently the reasons for the fact, as in 
natural philosophy there seem to be reasons sufficient for demonstrating that the move-
ment of the heavens is of a uniform velocity.

But reason can also be employed in another fashion, which does not establish rea-
sons for the fact, but which shows instead that explanatory hypotheses proposed are 
congruous with the fact to be understood, as illustrated in astronomy, where the theory 
of eccentrics and epicycles is proposed on the ground that the sensible appearances of 
the heavenly movements can thereby be saved, that is, accounted for.43

This latter type of explanation cannot suffice to prove anything,44 however, for it may 
well be the case that these appearances could be equally well saved within the framework 
of other theories.45

The example in the second paragraph of this text (“First, ...”) was a poor choice on 
Aquinas’ part, no doubt, as the reason for the apparent “uniform velocity” of the heav-
ens is the rotation of the earth on its axis, a cause of which the medievals were ignorant; 
and the cause which they assigned, the relatively greater perfection of the celestial bod-
ies such that they could change in no way except by uniform rotation in place, proved to 
be a fiction. But this poor choice of an example to illustrate the possibility of reason as-
signing a proper cause for a given phenomenon should not be allowed to take away from 
the actual point of which there were, even in medieval times, better and indeed definite 
examples, namely, the point that it is sometimes possible to assign the proper cause for 
a natural phenomenon. It would have been better had Aquinas made this point using an 
example that time has not discredited, such as Aristotle’s or Gregory of Nyssa’s true and 

parts is then further specified by arabic numerals after the Roman numeral. The first arabic numeral 
indicates a Question number within the Part. A second arabic numeral indicates an Article number 
within the Question. The article reference, if further specified, will be: either to the body of the article, 
indicated by a small letter “c” (for corpus, “body”); or to an objection which precedes the body of the 
article, sometimes preceded by the abbreviation “obj.” (for “objection” — there are about 10,000 of 
these over the course of the whole work); or to a reply to an objection, indicated by the expression “ad” 
(from the Latin ad, “toward” or “reply to”, an answer directed toward the specific objection numbered). 
Within each article, the statement of objections preceding the body of the article concludes with a brief 
“proof text” from Scripture or the Fathers, with its source clearly indicated. (This so-called “proof 
text”, however, does not merely counter or balance the negative tone of the objections. It functions 
heuristically to suggest to the thoughtful reader an anticipation of the subtleties that Aquinas will deem 
necessary to reach a truer view of the matter under discussion.)

Whence the customary reference form for citing the Summa: Part, Question, Article, 
Subdivisions of article (objections, body, replies).

Within this form, O’Meara usefully notes (1997: 65), the Articles “are the basic investigative unit of 
the work”, and there are well over 4,000 of these investigative forays undertaken within the organizing 
framework of the 611 “Questions” posed over the three “Parts”.

43 Supposing these factors, then the heavens would move as they in fact do. If X, then Y; but 
Y, therefore possibly X: if the “pos sib ly” is removed, we commit the logical fallacy of “affirming 
the consequent”. This fallacy is avoided only when the antecedent is the only possible reason for the 
consequent, or when the consequent is qualified as by “possibly” or “therefore there are grounds for 
holding that the antecedent might be the case”, etc.

44 Except mayhap the cleverness of the reasoner. It is the problem of Peircean abduction, of “getting 
an idea in the first place”.

45 As first Copernicus (c.1514, 1543), then Galileo (1610, 1613, 1623, esp. 1632, 1638), then 
Newton (1687), later Einstein (1907, 1908), to be followed by yet unknown others, amply demonstrate. 
See Aquinas’s c.1272/73 remarks from his commentary on Aristotle’s astronomy in note 46 following.
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proper explanation of why eclipses happen, namely, as a result of the casting of a shadow 
by an intervening body. More recent examples would be Salk’s vaccine against polio, or 
the dramatic series of applications of human intelligence which enabled the crew to turn 
the Apollo 13 mission from complete to only partial failure.

Yet even the poor choice of example makes yet another point: in Aquinas, the physi-
cal image of Aristotle’s universe is preserved, even though he quite well sees it for what 
it is — an hypothesis rather than a proven fact — as the rest of the cited text makes clear 
(and even in citing the example of uniform motion as supposed to have been properly 
explained, he says no more than that this seems to be an example of the point, not cat-
egorically that it is an example; yet there is no getting around the fact that an example 
actually categorical would have been preferable).

This last point of the text of Aquinas, that the cosmological image of the universe 
that we have inherited from Aristotle and his fol lowers is to be kept distinct in principle 
from features of natural process for which proper causes have been iden tified and as-
signed, Aquinas had also made earlier, and, be it said, more efficaciously, in his Commen-
tary on Aristotle’s work On the Heavens. There, commenting in the second book on the 
attempts by Eudoxus and others to account for the appearance of occasional shifts in the 
regularity of observed planetary movements, he said unmis tak ably:46

The suppositions proposed by none of these men are necessarily true. For although by 
granting such sup po si tions the appearances would indeed be saved, it is still not necessary 
to say that they are true suppositions, because it is possible that the appearances could be 
saved with respect to the stars and planets according to some other explanatory scheme 
not yet conceived of by men. Notwithstanding, Aristotle employed supposi tions of this 
sort as though they were true47 so far as the character of the celestial motions is concerned.

Shortly before his death Aquinas took ill and ceased to write. Hagiography reports 
that he was granted a vision, in the light of which he is reported to have said that his work 
now appeared to him “as so much straw”. I have often wondered if the vision was not a 
revelation that the universe was not a cyclical but an evolutionary one, thus wrecking the 
image on which the plan of the work had been based; but of course the speculation is gra-
tu i tous. (And even an evolutionary view can be reconciled with the plan of the Summa if 
we adopt the suggestion of O’Meara48 to “best imagine the course of the ST not as a circu-
lar return but as upward spiral”, consistent with the Neoplatonic conceptions imbibed in 
medieval thought from Augustine and Pseudo-Dionysius.) What is certain is that Aquinas 
stopped writing and shortly died. What is also certain is that Aquinas had planned that his 
work supplant the Sentences as the basic intro ductory text in theology, and that this dream 
was never realized — the “authorities” made sure it was not — till well after Aquinas had 

46 Aquinas c.1272/3: In libros de coelo et mundo, Book II, Lectio 17, n. 451 (Busa 4 p. 36): “illorum 
tamen suppositiones quas adinvenerunt, non est necessarium esse veras: licet enim talibus suppositionibus 
factis, apparentia salvarentur, non tamen oportet dicere has suppositiones esse veras; quia forte secundum 
aliquem alium modum, nondum ab hominibus comprehensum, apparentias circa stellas salvantur. 
aristoteles tamen utitur huiusmodi suppositionibus quantum ad qualitatem motuum, tanquam veris.” 
For a fuller context of discussion of these texts, see Deely 1965/6, 1969; and Deely and Nogar 1973.

47 And so in a few centuries, with practical rather than merely theoretical force, would the 
ecclesiastical judges in the case of Galileo.

48 O’Meara 1997: 57–58; cf. also p. 75: “although he [Aquinas] had little inkling of a world shot 
through with development and evolution, ... his understanding of causality would have led him to 
appreciate ... an independent world of finite beings intricately emerging in time ...”.
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left this earthly scene. As we noted, not till the dawn of the 16th cen tury was the Summa 
actually used in a classroom as Aquinas had planned, by Thomas de Vio Cajetan.

The Subject of Theology and the Existence of God; the “Metaphysics of Esse”
Now the very first question Aquinas poses as the starting point for theology is the 

question of what is its subject matter. And he answers God, and all else as related to God 
as beginning and end. The second question he asks is whether this subject matter is real 
or imaginary, that is to say, does God really exist? There is only one procedure of rea-
soning by which we can hope to arrive at an answer to this question, Aquinas says. This 
is the procedure of reasoning from what we experience to what must be the case for that 
experience to be as it is. But it will not do to tell “a likely story”. The kind of reasoning 
which merely proposes hypotheses to “save the appearances” will not do here; for, as we 
saw, this kind of reasoning as such never proves anything but merely provides fruitful 
hypotheses as a basis for further research. The question here is one we want to answer 
with a “yes” or a “no”, not with a “probably” somewhere between. But for any given ef-
fect there is always a proper cause — that is, given an effect, there is always a cause prior 
to it on which its immediate condition of being depends.49

The question of whether God exists, therefore, so far as it is a reasonable question, 
comes down to this. Are there any phenomena in our experience which could not be as 
they are unless God exists?

Be careful to understand the question strictly. We are not asking here about amazing 
phenom e na or alleged miracles, mystical experience or anything of the like. The ques-
tion con cerns ordi nary phenomena, ones that we can thoroughly analyze to the point 
of seeing intellectually the var iables involved, so that when we say “this could not be 
unless”, we are expressing an intelligible necessity and not mere rhetorical ignorance, an 
ideological preference, or a deter mined wish.

“Intelligible necessity” is the operative qualification: we are looking for a situation 
that is intelligible not just on an hypothesis. We seek, rather, a situation, if such there 
be, that, viewed under the proper analysis, immediately and directly reveals as its only 
alterna tive the existence of God.

Quinque Viae: The Reasoning of the “Five Ways”
Aquinas considers that there are several features of our experience of the world 

which can so be analyzed as to reveal to us the intelligible necessity of affirming that 
God exists. He enume rates five such: the phenomena of motion, agency, possibility and 
necessity, grades of perfection, and cosmic order. It would not appear that Aquinas con-
siders this an exhaustive list, but merely an illustrative one. From the items on this list, 
at least, he tells us, it is possible to construct an analysis which leads us from what we 
certainly experience to an intellectually certain affirmation of the existence of God as 
the basis for or necessarily involved in that experience. (However, as we will have to 
note, the fifth “way” he cites depends on the cosmological image of medieval times in 
exactly the way that it turns out to be false, carrying with it the validity of the “fifth way” 
as Aquinas in this Summa formulates it.) He calls this a demon stra tion that something 
is the case (“demonstratio quia”). From effects we reason to the cause. Other times we 
go from causes to effects (“demonstratio propter quid”). But for this procedure of prop ter 

49 For example, when an airliner crashes, the federal agency responsible for air traffic safety 
immediately launches an inves ti ga tion. They do not try first to determine whether there was a cause for 
the crash, and if so, what; they proceed directly to try to find out what was the cause, full well knowing 
that there is always a cause for everything that occurs.
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quid reasoning the cause has to be something that is on our own level of being, some-
thing finite, something bodily.

Aquinas proceeds to fashion his famous “five ways” (the quinque viae) of showing that 
God exists. These are the most famous of the “cosmological arguments” for the exis-
tence of God, and Aquinas thinks that, in contrast to any possible form of the “ontologi-
cal argument”,50 they have the advantage of actually proving what they claim to prove.

Since the procedure of successfully reasoning to the affirmation that “God exists” 
as a true conclusion must be in every case the same, perhaps it will be enough, for 
present purposes, to follow this reasoning along what Aquinas describes as the prima 
et manifestior via, “the first and more manifest way”. The more manifest way will be to 
begin a thematic reflection from whatever phenomenon of experience and observation 
so pervades our consciousness that we know of no exception to it. We want to begin with 
a phenomenon that extends as far as our awareness of the sensible universe extends.51 
The phenomenon in our experience that best fits this require ment is the experience of 
motion, of objects in motion. And motion, as the most obvious example of change in 
general, remember, was first defined by Aristotle in the definition that Aquinas accepts:52 
motion is the act of a being in potency insofar as it is in potency, technically; or, some-
what more simply (but not over-simply), motion is a transition from a state of potential-
ity to an actual condition, from a potential to an actual situation.

The phenomenon of movement in space is one phenomenon in our awareness of 
the universe, one “transition from potency to act”, that is all-pervasive. Comparatively 
speaking, the other items on the list of possible points of departure for the discursive 
development of probative arguments presuppose some structure in our experience, pre-
suppose an Umwelt already formed (or, in the case of the fifth way, a view of celestial 
matter differing from terrestrial matter in involving no final causality proper to itself, 
hence requiring “separated intelligences” to push them, as an archer guides the arrow he 
shoots). But motion (terrestrial or celestial) we experience from the first as that through 
which an Umwelt is formable in the first place. It provides the materials out of which an 
Umwelt is fashioned, and not merely a phenomenon that we experience from within a 
determinate Umwelt, which is the case with each of the other four items on our fivefold 
list of prospective points of departure.

There would have been in the mind of Aquinas another consideration for seeing 
the primacy of motion in constructing a quia reasoning to the existence of God: motion 
transcends the distinction between celestial and terrestrial matter.53 The heavens and the 
earth are alike in manifesting local motions. Thus, throughout the entire universe, it can 
be said that whatever part of a thing changes is made to change by some other agency, 
either by another part of itself or by something external to itself. For one and the same 
thing in one and the same respect cannot be at one and the same time agent and patient.

50 Recall our remarks on the historical origins of this terminology (Chapter 5, pp. 121 & 128, esp 
note 26), and on the singular ineptness of the designation “ontological argument”: but one has to 
choose one’s fights, and on this one, principally but not exclusively verbal, I here pass. The interested 
reader may find in Collins (1954: 501ff.) a cogent discussion of the objectionableness of the terminology 
from Kant that has nonetheless become part of the heritage of modern philosophy.

51 This was the case in Aquinas’ day with the celestial movements; but it is far from the case in 
our day! Hence the invalidity of his fifth formulation, which takes away nothing at all from the “more 
manifest way” of a proof from motion in the sense that experience testifies in our day no less that in the 
days of Latin philosophizing.

52 See Chapter 7 above, p. 139.
53 See Chapter 7, p. 174.
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A “moved mover” is the first term that needs to be taken along the way. We need to 
un der stand what is meant by a “moved mover”. A moved mover is a subject of motion 
which, while causing motion in something else, requires yet something else again to ex-
plain its own motion; a moved mover is an actual cause which, in causing something else 
to undergo a transition from potency to act, itself undergoes such a transition in its own 
being. Aquinas is then able to point out that when you explain the motion of one moved 
mover by another, as is normally the case in natural explanations propter quid (as when 
you explain the dent in the car by the rock that hit it), the further question can always be 
raised: yes, the car was dent ed when the rock struck it; but who or what caused the rock 
to fly in this direction? And so on.

One moved mover well explains another as far as a specific effect or phenomenon 
is concerned. But no matter how far we pursue explanations within such a series, there 
is always another “Yes, but ...” to be raised. Suppose the series infinite. Yet for exactly 
the same reason and in exactly the same way, what is true of each finite segment or 
part of the series is true also for the series as a whole, be that whole finite or unlimited 
in time. Any explanation made in terms of a moved mover always requires completion by yet 
another moved mover. It is not that an infinite series of moved movers is impossible. If 
the universe is eternal, then the series of moved movers which make up the universe 
is infinite practically speaking — that is to say, in its temporal extent backwards or 
forwards — but intrinsically incapable of fully explaining itself nonetheless. Whether 
eternal or finite in time, Aquinas points out, the universe is created in this sense of 
being dependent in its being through every “here and now” moment past, present, or 
to come.54

Be the series of moved movers infinite or be it finite, there is only one possible way 
to complete it as a fully intelligible series of moved movers, and that is by postulating that 
outside the series, and simultaneous with the whole of the series, there exists a cause of motion 
which is not itself moved. This is how Aquinas defines an “unmoved mover”: an actual 
cause which, in causing something else to undergo a transition from potency to act, 
itself undergoes no such transition. So the whole order of “moved movers”, that is to say, 
the entire universe of interacting finite beings, the combined orders of transcendental 
and ontological relatives, as we might also say, is set in contrast to the singularity and 
uniqueness of an “Unmoved Mover”, one in being and essence, a cause of “motion” 
which, being purely actual, itself in imparting existence or esse (“creating”) under finite 
modes (that is to say, in enabling there to be changing being of whatever mode and type 
insofar as it is actual), undergoes no transition from potency to act.

An “Unmoved Mover”, in short, proves to be a Source of Actuality which pre-
cludes intrinsic limitation by potency; a Source of actuality which admits no transition 
from potentiality, a Subsistent Act of Existence independent of any intrinsic correlation 
with a specifying limit. Purely actual, the Unmoved Mover which the intelligibility of 
change here and now requires us to posit as a simultaneously concurring cause in any 
case whatever of movement or change anywhere in the universe, regardless of whatever 
other reasons for the change are also involved, knows no diversity within itself, at least 
not the kind that bespeaks potentiality for change as a transition from potency to act. 
The consequence of this condition of supreme actuality unconditioned from within 
Aquinas calls “the divine simplicity”, to which we yet must assign further names in order 
to appreciate the reality of the Creative Source of all being, a Source beyond being and 
nonbeing as falls within our understanding.

54 See further discussion of “creationism” in Deely 2001: 506–509.
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The next forty-one Questions of the First Part (or “Part I”) of the Summa are spent 
exploring the meaning of such a conception, after which, at Question 44, he begins to 
treat of God’s creation, the cause of evil, and the various levels of physical creation, from 
angels down to earthly creatures. In Part II he treats of human beings as made in God’s 
image, first in general (I–II), and then as regards the virtues in particular, both theologi-
cal and philosophical, so to speak (II–II). Part III treats of the Redemption, or the return 
of the universe to God through the salvation of humankind.

The Deficiency of the “Fifth Way”, and the Matter of Alternative Further “Ways”
In the few brief lines Thomas devotes to “the fifth way” in the Summa,55 the argu-

ment from “the governance of things” or (as is said today) from “the design argument”, 
Aquinas begins by noting that there are natural bodies which lack cognition or aware-
ness of the surroundings, and that these bodies yet exhibit final causality, i.e., definite 
developmental tendencies. But, he says quickly, bodies without cognition do not have 
final causality unless and insofar as they are directed by some other agent which does 
have intelligent awareness: non-cognitive bodies are like arrows which get a direction 
only from an archer.56

There is little doubt that he has in mind primarily the movements of the heavenly 
bodies; for although he speaks here of “corpora naturalia” without qualification, anyone 
who has read Aristotle’s Physics or the Commentary of Aquinas thereon, together with the 
astronomy of Aristotle (De caelo et mundo) and commentary of Aquinas, well knows that 
the only visible “natural bodies” which lack intrinsic finality as part of their existence 
(since they are not subject to generation or corruption)57 — and hence only “ex intentio-
ne [extrinsica] perveniunt ad finem” — are the heavenly bodies, which require separated 
intelligences to make them move and then by their movements govern all generations 
and corruptions in the “sphere below the moon”. And “heavenly bodies” in this sense, 
we know now, are pure fictions. And so is the fifth version of the proofs for the existence 
of God, at least as stated in the Summa of 1266, Part I, Question 2, Article 3 in finem!

It is a deficiency in Aquinas’ proofs, and needs to be recognized as such.58 Indeed, if 
one has a look at the Secunda Secundae of the Summa theologiae, where Aquinas discusses 
so-called “final causality” in its full scope (as including teleonomy59), one get the distinct 
impression that the “fifth way” of 1266 presupposes rather than demonstrates the depen-
dency of finite being on God as “pure actuality”! Yet, be that as it may, this deficiency 

55 In the Busa text, pp. 187–188, the “5th way” occupies 12 lines of text; the 2nd and the 4th occupy 
17 lines; the 3rd 22 lines; and the 1st 29 lines.

56 Aquinas c.1266: Summa I. 2. 3 in finem (Busa 2 p. 187–188): “ea autem quae non habent 
cognitionem, not tendunt in finem, nisi directa ab aliquo cognoscente et intelligente, sicut sagitta a 
sagittante. ergo est aliquid intelligens, a quo omnes res naturales ordinantur ad finem; et hoc dicimus 
deum.”

57 See the “Scheme of Causality Adequate to the Datum” in Chapter 7 above, p. 140ff., esp. the 
discussion of final cause; and recall (e.g., 66n29 above) the “background cosmological image” issue, 
always at work.

58 Yet I have found, as have many others, that self-styled Thomists are often (too often) ideological 
more than philosophical in their discourse, and to talk of shortcomings in presentations of Aquinas is 
just plain not acceptable. Can the 5th way be salvaged? — for example, see Maritain 1954a: 56–63 on 
the point; also Wippel 2000: 480–485, or Martin 1997: Chap. 13, esp. 182–201. Practically speaking, 
nonetheless, my own opinion is that we will find no real advance on this argument of the “fifth way” 
until 1908, in what Peirce (1908a) terms a “neglected argument” for God’s reality. 

59 See the discussion in Chapter 7 above, esp. p. 141ff.
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of formulation in I. 2. 3c in no way impacts upon the validity of the “first way” from 
motion; nor indeed from the early argument of c.1252/56 of his De Ente et Essentia60 
where Aquinas demonstrates the need to posit a source which has existence as its es-
sence (and hence necessarily) in order to account for the existence of finite beings which 
have an essence that exists only contingently, as we will see in this Chapter below when 
discussing the distinction between essence and existence and the starting point of meta-
physics as a (cenoscopic) science.

In short, the “five ways” enumerated by Aquinas are neither exhaustive of the pos-
sibilities for coming to realize intellectually the necessity of a source of finite being 
from outside the order of finite being which is unlimited by intrinsic potentiality; nor 
are all of the five indicated in the Summa text equally carefully formulated as attempts 
at demonstration.

Yet, however arrived at, by the first way or some other way,61 once the conclusion 
the proofs aim to provide is seen for what it is — an inescapable conclusion upon suf-
ficient reflexion upon our experience of being as subject to passages from potentiality to 
act — there remains the fact that what has been proven proves also to be so far beyond 
what (anything that) we have experienced as to remain forever beyond our comprehen-
sion of its proper being so long as concepts remain our only means of interpretation.62 
So how do we speak of such a “Source of all being”?

The Divine Names and “Negative Theology”: 
“Of God We Can Know Only That He Is and What He Is Not”

The first “name of God” for Aquinas is that to which the proof from motion con-
cludes: Pure Act, or Ipsum Esse Subsistens, an Unmoved Mover because he knows within 
himself nothing whatever of the potentiality which is presupposed to change and con-
stitutive of it from within. Yet because we are able to know “in this life” only through 
the formation of concepts, and the formation of concepts is based on the experience 
of sensible changes, our knowledge of God proves to be of a rather paradoxical sort. 
We can know of God, by demonstration, that he exists, but, beyond that, insofar as our 
concepts are multiple and his being is simple, we know more what he is not than we do 
what he is. What he is, is pure act, self-subsistent existence. What he is not is mixed act, 
changeable, potential, diverse, transitional.

But the formula, “We know of God that he is and what he is not”, leads to as-
tonishing abuses, sometimes circulated in the name of St. Thomas, when it is not 
adequately understood. Later on in the history of philosophy, Immanuel Kant will 
introduce his readers to a radical distinction between “what appears” and “what is in 
itself”. What appears is what we can know; what is in itself is what we cannot know and 
is intrinsically and forever unknowable. Any construal of the statement of Aquinas that 
we can know of God that he is and what he is not along the lines of the later Kantian 
distinction between knowable phenomena of experience and unknowable things-in-
themselves would be worthy of contempt were it not for the intrinsic difficulty of the 
matter-at-issue.63

60 To which curiously many Neothomists deny the status of an argument.
61 See the related discussion in Deely 2001: 308–313, esp. notes 132 & 133.
62 That is why Aquinas posits that the divine essence itself takes the place of concepts for the soul 

in its life after earthly life, enabling the human intellect to see all things that it can see now as they owe 
whatever they had or have of existence in and through the divine essence. See note 70, p. 194 below.

63 See the discussion vis-à-vis Kant in Deely 2001: Chap. 13, p. 573 note 60.
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For Aquinas, the idea of knowing that something is in such a fashion as to preclude 
in principle all further knowledge whatever of what it is that is would be laughed out 
of court. When Aquinas says that “God is unknowable” he means simply that multiple 
concepts, without which our knowledge cannot maintain itself, cannot express the unity 
of the divine being as it exists in itself. For in itself there is no difference between essence 
and existence in God, not because God “has no essence” (one might equally well say he 
“has no existence”), but because in his unique case and uniquely his essence is his existence. 
He has an “essence”, all right, that is to say, He Is; he even is “something”, namely, what 
the universe of finite being is not, namely, multiple. We cannot know what God is as he 
is,64 but we can know that he is as the truth of a proposition65 that there exists and must exist 
concurrent with every moved mover an Unmoved Mover without which neither motion 
nor any finite being could be. And that is a starting point for yet further affirmations, for 
the reaching of yet further “propositional truths”. For example, by contrast with finite 
being, therefore, we may say that this Unmoved Mover is an “Infinite Being”, but we 
must beware of dichotomies.

It begins to seem as if dichotomies will never do. I suspect this is so, although there 
is no doubt they have their place and can sometimes express a decisive truth, as when 
a woman proves pregnant or not. The dichot o my of knower/known, however, will not 
do, we have seen; the dichotomy of sign/signified will not do, we are seeing, for the sign 
relation is triadic not dyadic; now we are seeing that the “that something is” vs. “what 
something is” dichotomy will not do either, even when it comes to such understanding 
of God as can be eked out by human understanding.

The “that he is” in the proposition “we can know of God that he is” turns out to be 
multiple. We can know “that he is” where “is” carries the sense of “actual existence” or 
ens reale; but we can know also “that he is” a number of other things as well: that he is 
simple; that he is being; that he is one, that he is good; that he is true; — that he is all the 
transcendentalia but in a subsistent mode rather than a conceptual one, and various other 
things as well: no deceiver, faithful, everlasting. Where does it end?

How could it end? We are talking of the knowledge of God. Even if we restrict our-
selves by some imposs i ble device of method to only “getting it right”, our knowledge 
cannot end regarding this object. There is not some bare minimum knowledge of God 
which we can achieve, beyond which there is only an Empty Nothing. That is knowl-
edge of God conceived on the model of the Kantian “thing-in-itself”, a blunder of the 
first order. When it is said that we cannot know of God “what he is”, all that is meant 
is that since our knowledge of God is attained through concepts, while God does not 
have a diversity of rationales within his being but only existence (or esse, if you must), 
therefore our knowledge of God is always external to his proper being.

But so is our knowledge of God’s existence, of course. As we will see,66 for St. 
Thomas, the “existence” of God in the proof that “God exists” is the truth of a propo-
sition, an object of judgment based on experience rather than any object directly ex-
perienced. Mystical experience is said to be exactly the actio Dei in anima, the “action 
of God upon the soul”, exactly as ordinary experience is said to be the actio sensibilis 
in sensu, the “action of the sensible upon the sense”. And either that is indeed what 

64 In contrast to our potential knowledge of material things, where we can in principle come to 
know them precisely as they are, i.e., in the very subjective constitution which makes them be what 
they are (as H2O constitutes water, etc.).

65 See further “How Analogy Works in the Proposition ‘God Exists’”, p. 231; also following note.
66 In citing below the Summa I. 3. 4 ad 2, p. 201 below.
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mystical experience is, or there is no mystical experience other than the confused 
claims of self-deluded pathetics.67

God is one, not many; that is to say, he is not diversified from within by a variety of 
rationales, as are substances with their variety of accidents. That being so, since we can 
know him “in this life” only by a variety of concepts, we cannot know what he is. But 
we can indeed know a great deal and a great many things about him — that he is real, 
not a figment of human construction within the understanding without counterpart 
in the physical order; that he is good, not in any way lacking or deprived of existence; 
that he is one, not in any way specified and limited from within; that he is true, not in 
any way capable of being deceived; that he is ... etc., in a semiosis as unlimited as God 
is infinite.

That is the meaning of the assertion that of God “we can know only that he is”. We 
have no empty “that” covering an unknowable “what”, but a “that” so full it exceeds our 
capac i ty to express “what” it has revealed to us, especially according to the unity proper 
to the divine existence of pure actuality. “What” expresses for the human understand-
ing a simple intelligible, that is to say, a category — substance or an accident, whether 
subjective or suprasubjective (as in the unique case of relation). But God is not “simple” 
in the way that even what falls in the category of substance is simple; for a substance 
is yet transcendentally relative, dependent on accidents in order to be, and God is not 
even that.

That is why, in the formula, “We can know of God that he is and what he is not”, it 
is vain to seek “a shadow of agnosticism or of semi-agnosticism”, as Maritain says.68 But 
let Aquinas speak for himself on the point:69

There is a twofold consideration in the names we attribute to God: on the one hand are 
the perfections themselves signified, such as goodness, life, and the like; on the other 
hand is the mode of the signification. As regards that which such names signify, the per-
fections properly pertain to God, and they pertain more properly than to the creatures 
[from which they have been abstracted], and they are said of God with logical priority. 
But as regards the mode of signifying, the names are not properly said of God: for they 
have this mode of signifying which pertains to creatures.

67 See Maritain 1959: Second Part in toto; and 1973: 507, the “petite parenthèse” cited in ¶1 of note 
30, p. 180 above.

68 Maritain 1959: 229. St. Thomas applies to the agnostic or quasi-agnostic view of human knowledge 
of God (speaking specifi c ally against the claims on the point of Moses Maimonides, 1135–1204, the 
principal Jewish thinker of the Latin Age) that it is a view quod “non sit usquequaque verum” (Aquinas 
c.1265/6: Quaestiones disputatae de potentia, Q. 9. Art. 7c. [Busa 3 p. 258]): “nam et dionysius dicit, quod 
‘negationes sunt maxime verae in deo; affirmationes vero sunt incompactae’. non enim scimus de deo 
quid est, sed magis quid non est, ut damascenus dicit. ... quamvis hoc non sit usquequaque verum, 
nam sicut dicit dionysius, ‘sapientia et vita et alia huiusmodi non removentur a deo quasi ei desint, 
sed quia excellentius habet ea quam intellectus humanus capere, vel sermo significare possit; et ex illa 
perfectione divina descendunt perfectiones creatae, secundum quamdam similitudinem imperfectam’. 
et ideo de deo, secundum dionysium, ‘non solum dicitur aliquid per modum negationis et per modum 
causae, sed etiam per modum eminentiae’.”

69 Aquinas c.1266: Summa I.13.3 (Busa 2 p. 202): “in nominibus igitur quae deo attribuimus, est 
duo considerare, scilicet, per fec ti ones ipsas significatas, ut bonitatem, vitam, et huiusmodi; et modum 
significandi. quantum igitur ad id quod significant huiusmodi nomina, proprie competunt deo, et 
magis proprie quam ipsis creaturis, et per prius dicuntur de eo, quantum vero ad modum significandi, 
non proprie dicuntur de deo, habent enim modum significandi qui creaturis competit.”
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Of God, in short, we can and do know many things.70 That he exists is only the 
starting point, the necessary starting point, however, if we are to have any chance of 
steering clear of the shoals of illusion. For God is no more noumenon than he is ding-an-
sich. The quinque viae of St. Thomas are not a matter of illegitimately adding a wing to 
the house of experience; they are precisely the discovery within the house of experience 
of the foundation of all experiences, actual and possible, sane and insane, of entia realia 
and entia rationis alike.

The appearance to the contrary notwithstanding, the distinction between knowing 
that God is and not what he is, is not a dichotomy but a trichotomy. For when we learn 
of God that he exists, we also learn that he is not nothing, an ens rationis, and that he is 
not therefore a fiction of understanding; and we learn therefore something of “what he 
is” not according to his proper existence (which is simple) but according to the lights 
which make our experience intelligible, namely, our concepts (which are plural). For we 
learn that this God who exists is the source of being, not of evil as the absence of being; 
is the source of truth, not of the failure in grasping being which is error; is one, not the 
multiplicity of beings given in sensible experience; etc., in an “unlimited semiosis”, as 
we have said.

And where did Aquinas learn all this? Well, to a great extent he figured it out for 
himself, but it cannot but be one of the embarrassments or ironies of history that he 
learned it best apparently from the pen of a fraudulent authority, the famous or infa-
mous Dionysius the Areopagite.71 In the treatise “On the Divine Names” of Pseudo-
Dionysius is expressed better than anywhere else in the combined Greek and Latin 
literature, if we except only the commentary of St. Thomas upon this treatise, the real-
ization that in knowing that God is (whatever we realize that he is, beginning with “real” 
and advancing) we also know what he is not, namely, any of these things we know he is 
in the way that we learned of the things in question (existence, unity, truth, goodness, 
...) as matter of experience, but that he is all of these things in a higher way than either our 
experience can reveal or our concepts can directly express, the so-called “threefold way” 
of simple affirmation (via affirmationis: there is good in creatures), qualified denial (via 
negationis: good is not in God in the way that good is in creatures), and eminent affirma-
tion (via eminentiae: good is in God in a higher way than is possible for creatures or than 
is possible for our understanding fully to grasp).

So the movement, explicitly or implicitly, whereby grow the symbols expressive of 
any true knowledge of God is always threefold, not twofold: (1) there is first the affirma-
tion “that God is” whether simply or in this or that way; (2) then there is the denial that 

70 Cf. Maritain 1959: 229, italics added: “For we know with certain knowledge, more certain than 
mathematical knowledge, that God is simple, one, good, omniscient, all-powerful, free ... [this is 
Maritain’s own ellipsis, not an editorial omission of text], we are more certain of the Divine Perfections 
than of our own heart. This formula [‘We do not know what God is’] signifies: ‘We do not know of 
God what he is’ in the sense that we do not attain in itself the quiddity of God, we do not know in what 
the deity itself consists. For when we attribute to God one or another predicate [including ‘existence 
as signified’, be it remarked], it is not His essence formally seized as such that we attribute to Him; it 
is a perfection which is certainly contained in that essence, but which we can only conceive as it exists elsewhere,” 
namely, within our world of sensible experiences. “Indeed, that a predicate be attributed to God is 
itself a result of our inadequate way of conceiving. In him there is no duality of subject and predicate. 
To know Him as He is could only consist in an absolutely simple vision” wherein God himself in his 
own being would displace the concepts whereby we know ‘in this life’. In the afterlife of the soul which 
attains union with God (‘in heaven’), says St. Thomas, just this is what occurs.

71 See the remarks of Aquinas c.1265/6 cited in note 68 above.
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his existence or being or goodness or life or whatever perfection has been affirmed in the 
judgment “that God is this or that” is realized in any of the ways that we encounter its re-
alization in sensible things; and (3) finally there is the third movement, the realization that 
since it is true “that God is” but also true “that God is not” in any of the ways of which 
we have direct experience of perfections, therefore any perfection of which it is true “that 
God is” in that way must be true according to a higher realization than our understanding 
can express, and true within a perfect simplicity of existence and being which likewise ex-
ceeds our means of expression. So we know of God that he is good, for example, and what 
he is therefore not, evil, for example; but how he is good we are at a loss to comprehend. 
We know only that he is and that he is not in the way that anything directly experienced 
is. “So we understand that God is above and beyond [supra] all things”, St. Thomas tells 
us 72 (in the exposition he was required to make in view of the authority the author of the 
original text enjoyed before his imposture had been forced into the light), “above and 
beyond not only the things that are, but also the things that we are able to understand.”

When one reads the “Commentary upon the Divine Names”, one feels the rever-
ence the commentator has for the author.73 But one also feels something different in the 
atmosphere of the commentary. It does not read quite like any other writing of Aquinas. 
There is no doubt of the authenticity of the commentary. But there is also no doubt 
that the text commented upon, to a degree that no other text manifests in the Aquin-
ian corpus, extracts from St. Thomas a need to express himself at times in ways that are 
comparatively forced, ways that are not fully his own preferred ways of speaking. It is an 
imponderable question: would Aquinas have commented as deferentially upon this text 
as he does had he known that the identity of the author of the text was a false identity? 
We can only guess. My guess is that he would not have commented so deferentially, if he 
would have commented at all, which I deem doubtful. Had Aquinas known what Luther 
knew, he would have dismissed this “Dionysius” much as Luther did.74

My reason for so thinking is illustrated in the Summa at the opening of Question 
77, article 8, where the first objection is drawn from a work Librum de Spiritu et Anima, 
attributed by many in the Latin world to the pen of Augustine.75 Whether Aquinas knew 
it as not of Augustine from internal evidence or on other grounds, his response to the 
fraud is telling — and scathing.76 He responds to the objection by first stating that77 
“the book in question is of false authorship; so what is written therein deserves the same 
contempt as its claim to be written by Augustine.”

72 Aquinas c.1265–1267, Super librum Dionysii de divinis nominibus, cap. 7. lect. 4. (Busa 4 p. 
572): “mens nostra ... cognoscit deum esse non solum super omnia quae sunt infra ipsam, sed etiam 
supra ipsam et supra omnia quae ab ipsa comprehendi possunt. et sic cognoscens deum, in tali statu 
cognitionis, illuminatur ab ipsa profunditate divinae sapientiae, quam perscrutari non possumus. 
quod etiam intelligamus deum esse supra omnia non solum quae sunt, sed etiam quae apprehendere 
possumus, ex incomprehensibili profunditate divinae sapientiae provenit nobis”.

73 Indeed, Pelikan (1987) notes that Aquinas in the course of his other writings cites the Pseudo-
Dionysius some 1700 times.

74 Cited in Chapter 5 above, p. 108.
75 The work in question can be found in PL 40, cols. 779–832, and many have thought that its actual 

author was one Alcher of Clairvaux (c.1150–1175), but even this attribution has fallen increasingly into 
doubt: see Raciti 1961 and Norpoth 1924.

76 He is less scathing but no less firm in treating the same source at I. 79. 10 ad 1.
77 Aquinas c.1266: Summa I. 78. 8 ad 1 (Busa 2 p. 203): “liber ille auctoritatem non habet. unde 

quod ibi scriptum est, eadem facilitate contemnitur, qua dicitur.”
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Well, the case of the Pseudo-Dionysius was a much greater fraud afoot in Aquinas’ 
day, but one which Aquinas in the 13th century still lacked the grounds to penetrate.78 
Pseudo-Dionysius is the case of all deceits that cries the loudest from the Latin Age for 
deconstruction — but what a daunting task. The man or woman to undertake it deserves 
a hero’s medal from the outset;79 and the point of departure for the foreseeable future 
should be the work of Stiglmayr.

In any event, Aquinas’ response to the Pseudo-Augustine cannot help but suggest 
to us in what manner and with what vigor he would have responded to the Pseudo-
Dionysian writings — had he but known that, according to the truth of the matter, they 
had no relation whatever to the rapture of St. Paul and the revelations therein received! 
“What is written there deserves the same contempt as its claim to have been written by 
Denys the Areopagite, companion to St. Paul.”

Even though barely more than two and a half centuries separate Luther’s dismissal 
from Aquinas’s rever ence, a full two of those centuries mark the period during which the 
false identity assumed by the author of the Pseudo-Dionysian texts ensured that their 
content would become so fully assimilated to the thinking of the Latin Age as to be all 
but indistinguishable from that part of it concerned with “the names of God”. Would the 
texts have achieved this measure of assimilation and appropriation simply on their own 
merits, unassisted by the false authority under which they so long commanded the clos-
est attention? It is indeed an imponderable question. On the one hand, the authenticity 
of the texts as belonging to the mainstream of mystical writings is un de niable, whoever 
was their author. On the other hand, since no other text from this mainstream, not even 
the classics of John of the Cross, have ever achieved the command of such widespread 
attention, careful read ing, and reverent exposition, can one conclude otherwise than by 
thinking that, in the end, not all but only the greater part of the success of the Pseudo-
Dionysian writings represents ill-gotten gains? The ideas stand on their own, certainly; 
but it was not “on their own” that they laid claim to universal and decisive attention in 
the formative Latin centuries.

In any event, when all is said and done, the famous “negative theology” associated 
with the influence of the Pseudo-Dionysian writings above all turns out to be in some 
ways the most positive knowledge of all, for it gives us truly if inadequately something 
of the truth about God, creator of all things, who can neither deceive nor be deceived, 
unlike we who know him “through a glass darkly” or, as the fraudulent Denys might say, 
or rather not say, “apophatically”.

For St. Thomas Aquinas, “theology”, even “negative theology”, is not the highest 
wisdom; it is only, within the framework of his suppositions, the highest exercise of 
human understanding discursively exercised. It is high er than philosophy, assuming its 
supposition true, because it accepts its starting point in the fashioning of propositions 
from material that is supposed to be divinely revealed, and not merely from experience 
as that from which even our most intellectual concepts arise and to which they recur. 
But in the discursus of theology, reason and logic remain just what they are even in phi-
losophy. For theology as a “sacred doctrine” (sacra doctrina) the existence of God is to 
begin with a matter of faith, yes, but also the first matter of faith that must be brought 
before the bar of reason — otherwise sacra doctrina has no way of knowing itself to be 
other than a pipe dream. So insofar as theology employs discourse, it draws upon the 
resources proper to philosophy and which philosophy alone can provide. Here, in the 

78 See Deely 2001: 129–135, and Index entry p. 971.
79 See note 79 in Chapter 10, p. 372 below.
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order not of religious dogma but of philosophical doctrine — even impressed for the 
service of dogma — the existence of God is not only a mat ter of faith but of debate and, 
St. Thomas thinks, of possible demonstration.

What faith believes thus has or can have a twofold aspect respecting human under-
standing. Sometimes reason can also demonstrate what faith believes, and other times 
faith believes what reason can only show to be free from internal contradiction, to be 
“not impossible” or even “likely” or “desirable” — but not “for sure”. Dogmas of faith 
can sometimes be, thus, under other auspices, doctrines of philosophy. But doctrines of 
philosophy as such can never be dogmas of faith, and there are dogmas of faith which 
can never be doctrines of philosophy, namely, when what is claimed as revealed exceeds 
what it is possible for human understanding to demon strate on the grounds of experi-
ence. But, even then, philosophy has the right to examine whether what is claimed to be 
revealed is incompossible with what experience does truly show — that is to say, with 
what science, ideoscopic (as in the Galileo case) or cenoscopic, can actually demonstrate 
from experience; and, were the answer to be affirmative, St. Thomas would say that 
either there has been a mistake in the understanding of the revelation, or the revelation 
is falsely so-called.

For God knows all that a human can know and more, for God knows himself and 
all the ways in which the divine existence can be imitated in finite ways and existentially 
participated from without; whereas the human understanding can know only the finite 
imitations themselves and participations of the divine existence we call the universe or 
world of nature, together with the fact that all finite being depends upon the infinite ex-
istence of God which, precisely because within it there is no diversity of rationale (God’s 
essence being God’s existence), exceeds our capacity to understand. Cajetan spoke for 
Thomas and the whole Thomistic tradition when he said:80

... in God there is only one formal nature or rationale, and this is neither exclusively ab-
solute [transcendentally relative] nor exclusively relative [ontologically], neither purely 
communicable nor purely incommunicable.

We fall into error when we proceed from the absolute [the transcendental relative] 
and [the ontological] relative to [conclude that] God [is one or the other, either or both], 
because the distinction between absolute and relative is conceived by us prior to God; in 
consequence, we try to place God in one or other of these two members of the distinc-
tion. In point of fact, the matter is totally different. The divine nature is prior to being 
and all of its differences: it is above being, beyond unity, etc.

Hence the “esse divinum” cannot be expressed in human language according as it is 
apart from its creation, but only as it is above its creation as source and exemplar thereof. 
But as exemplar it is diversified in rationales, that is to say, “possible essences”; in itself 
there is no diversity, only a single “essence” which is existence. “Being” is said from the 
act of existence, but from the actual existence of finite things of experience, “beings” in 
which to be is something more than what they are. But in God to be is not something 

80 Cajetan 1507: I. q. 39. art. 1. n. 7: “... est in Deo unica ratio formalis, non pure absoluta nec pure 
respectiva, non pure communicabilis nec pure incommunicabilis; ...

“Fallimur autem, ab absolutis et respectivis ad Deum procedendo, eo quod distinctionem inter 
absolutum et respectivum quasi priorem re divina imaginamur; et consequenter illam sub altero 
membro oportere poni credimus. Et tamen est totum oppositum. Quoniam res divina prior est ente et 
omnibus differentiis eius: est enim super ens et super unum, etc.” See further the discussion in Chapter 
10, p. 358 note 42.
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more than what he is, for what he is and to be are the same. So, of our names for God, 
being is the first and the most proper, insofar as it is the name most closely derived from 
and associated with the experience of existence; yet God remains beyond our experience 
of existence because there is no “what” in the case of God that can be known apart from 
the fact that he is propositionally asserted, with all the consequent implications of that 
adjudged “fact”; and yet at least one late modern author in the Thomistic line argues 
force fully that “person” among the divine names deserves a privileged, perhaps highest, 
position in the “hierarchy”.81

We learn through philosophical discourse (whether within or outside of the discursus 
of any theology, including Christian theology) of a unique and necessary case in which, 
unlike everything of which we have direct experience, what a being is in no wise differs 
from the fact that it is. This fact, moreover, is not a sensible fact, not a datum of expe-
rience; it is a factum, an achievement of understanding, something constructed by the 
mind itself that yet expresses a truth that is independent of the construction. The fact 
in question is a factum, not a fictum. What it expresses belongs to the order of ens reale, 
not ens rationis; but what it expresses of that order of ens reale concerns not something 
intrinsic to the order of finite entities as finite but rather something upon which those 
finite entities actually experienced are seen to depend here and now and under every as-
pect according to which they enjoy any existence at all, not only real existence but even 
possible or imaginary existence; for error no less than truth formally taken belongs to 
our “real existence” at least, and our real existence falls under the dependency of an exis-
tence participated, an existence other than what participates it, an existence that is — no 
less than that of any other finite being — as distinct from “what” we are as the infinite 
being of God is not distinct from what he is.

So through all the “names of God” there runs a common thread. In the world of 
experience, we encounter various perfections of creatures. Upon analysis, we see that 
some of these perfections imply at the same time limits, such as “a beautiful face”. The 
language that expresses these perfections cannot be applied with propriety to God. But 
other perfections, such as life or intelligence, while we experience them in limited ways, 
upon analysis have no intrinsic and necessary implication of imperfection. The language 
that expresses these perfections can with propriety be applied to God.82 “God talk”, 
thus, can either fall between mere metaphor and confused nonsense, as when we speak 
of God in any terms that involve or imply a body in what they signify as well as in how 
they signify; or it can be clear and distinct and correct as far as it goes, which is never “to 
the heart of the matter”, to the divine existence as constituting the divine essence. “And 
so, when this name ‘wise’ is said of a human being, the name in a certain way circum-
scribes and comprehends the thing signified”, St. Thomas says by way of illustrating the 
point;83 “but this is not what happens when the name ‘wise’ is said of God, for in that 

81 Maritain 1959: 231–236; and now, more recently, Ratzinger 1970, and Clarke 1992a, 1992b, 
1993.

82 Thomas, c.1266, in his Summa I.13.3 ad 1 (Busa 2 p. 203), replies to the following objection: 
“Omnia enim nomina quae de Deo dicimus, sunt a creaturis accepta. Sed nomina creaturarum 
metaphorice dicuntur de Deo, sicut cum dicitur Deus est lapis, vel leo, vel aliquid huiusmodi. Ergo 
omnia nomina dicta de Deo, dicuntur metaphorice”; to which he replies as follows: “ista nomina” — 
good, wise, living, intelligent, person, etc. — “quae proprie dicuntur de Deo, important conditiones 
corporales, non in ipso significatio nominis, sed quantum ad modum significandi. Ea vero quae 
metaphorice de Deo dicuntur, important conditionem corporalem in ipso suo significato”.

83 Aquinas c.1266: Summa I.13.5c. (Busa 2 p. 203): “et sic, cum hoc nomen sapiens de homine 
dicitur, quodammodo circum scri b it et comprehendit rem significatam, non autem cum dicitur de deo, 
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application the name leaves the thing signified as uncomprehended and exceeding the 
signification of the name”.

Even existence, the “to be” or esse which is the very essence of God, on being af-
firmed in a proposition, answers only the question whether God is, without reaching to 
the question of what he is, because even this affirmation proceeds according to a distinct 
rationale of the human understanding, and this rationale is foreign to the surpassing 
simplicity of the divine existence. If there is a God, then he must be one, living, intel-
ligent.... The “if” part of this hypothetical dicisign must be answered affirmatively in 
order for the “then” part to constitute a genuine knowledge, a knowledge, that is to say, 
which bears upon the way things are independently of how we think or desire them to 
be. In this sense, it is the beginning of the doctrine of the “divine names”, the articu-
lation of words which are true concerning God even though they do not express the 
manner of existence according to which he does not participate but simply is existence. 
The quinque viae, the discursive contexts which establish the fact of an existence consti-
tutive of or rather identical with itself and the source of all else that is in various modes 
of dependency, addresses the “if” clause, to turn it into a “since”. But just as the “then” 
follows upon the “if”, so the “since” has consequences. And the tracing out of these 
consequences, the development of these consequences in discourse, constitutes the doc-
trine of the divine names, “God talk” in the sense that transcends wishful thinking, pious 
nonsense, and blabbering confusion. It is not the most common strain of discourse we 
encounter in everyday life.

So the paradox giving rise to the much abused notion and name of “negative 
theology”:84

God is known through our cognition, because whatever falls within our awareness we 
understand to be derived from him; and at the same time God is known through our 
ignorance insofar as this is what it is to know God, namely, to know that we do not know 
of God what he is.

Aquinas makes the point in his own name with an equal or greater clarity:85

From the fact that our understanding is not proportioned to the divine substance, this 
very thing which is the substance of God stands beyond the boundaries of what our un-
derstanding can attain, and so is unknown by us; and for this reason that is the highest 
point of human understanding of God, that one knows that one does not know God in-
sofar as one knows that what God is exceeds every aspect of God that we do understand.

sed relinquit rem significatam ut incomprehensam, et exce den tem nominis significationem. unde patet 
quod non secundum eandem rationem hoc nomen sapiens de deo et de homine dicitur. et eadem ratio 
est de aliis. unde nullum nomen univoce de deo et creaturis praedicatur, sed nec etiam pure aequivoce, 
ut aliqui dixerunt.”

84 Aquinas c.1265–1267: Super librum Dionysii de divinis nominibus, cap. 7. lect. 4. (Busa 4 p. 572): 
“cognoscitur deus per cog ni ti onem nostram, quia quidquid in nostra cognitione cadit, accipimus ut ab 
eo adductum; et iterum cognoscitur per ignorantiam nostram, inquantum scilicet hoc ipsum est deum 
cognoscere, quod nos scimus nos ignorare de deo quid sit.”

85 Aquinas c.1265/6: Quaestiones disputatae de potentia, q. 7. art. 5. ad 14 (Busa 3 p. 244): “ex quo 
intellectus noster divinam sub stantiam non adaequat, hoc ipsum quod est dei substantia remanet, 
nostrum intellectum excedens, et ita a nobis ignoratur: et propter hoc illud est ultimum cognitionis 
humanae de deo quod sciat se deum nescire, in quantum cognoscit, illud quod deus est, omne ipsum 
quod de eo intelligimus, excedere.”
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And what aspects of God do we understand? Well, we know that since He exists, and 
if we are careful with our use of language, we can say that “he” is a number of things, 
based on our experience of being. For example, because the name “being” applies simply 
and with logical priority to substance, insofar as the simple is the cause of the complex, 
we can say of God that he is “the first simple substance”.86 We can also say of him that he 
is “the first cause”.87 So begin to unfold “the names of God”, that is to say, the determi-
nation through analysis of the terms of human language that can be truly and properly 
applied to God even if they cannot be applied to God in accordance with his essence, 
precisely because his essence has no distinction whatever from his existence, and his 
existence has intrinsic to it no diversity of rationale corresponding to the diversity of 
rationale according to which our words, including our “names of God”, differ from one 
another. But note carefully that the progression of the divine names presupposes as its 
starting point that God exists. For otherwise the names of God are empty nominalisms, 
entia rationis sine fundamento in re (“purely objective beings with no foundation in what 
is apart from our thought”). If God exists, then we can say of him x, y, and z, but not a, 
b, and c, etc. That is why one way of looking at the quinque viae is in terms of beginning 
the process of making the names of God real names by converting the hypothetical “if” 
from which they flow into a categorical “since” upon which they follow as real conse-
quences.

Let us look a little more fully at the “if” clause converted into a “since ...”. In other 
words, let us look a little more closely at the philosophical conclusion of the discourse 
which makes of our knowledge of God, such as it is and insofar as it is correct if inad-
equate, a knowledge pertaining to the order of ens reale in contrast to the mansions of ens 
fictum. In other words, let us examine at more length the beginning of our knowledge of 
God “that he is”, but without forgetting what Aquinas called the most important point 
about our knowledge of God in every particular and in its totality: that no matter how 
successfully we multiply our points of knowledge “that God is” this and that and the 
other, no one of these points nor any totality of such points amounts to a knowledge of 
what God is as he is in the identity of his essence as pure actual existence. We catch, in certain 
of the divine names, indeed something of “what he is”; but these somethings never add 
up to “what he is”, for that perforce and forever exceeds the grasp of a finite understand-
ing, even one open to the infinite. For to be open is one thing, to enclose or even attain 
quite another.

Ipsum Esse Subsistens
Very early in his theological discussion of the divine being Aquinas’ central 

philosoph ical intuition, animating the whole of his Summa and personal thought, at 
least as the principal authors of Neothomism have succeeded in revealing it to us, comes 
to the surface of his text. God (the unmoved mover), Aquinas tells us, does not have an 
essence in the way that other things (moved movers) do:88

86 Aquinas, c.1252–1256: De Ente et Essentia, cap. 1 (Busa vol. 3 p. 584): “quia ens absolute et per 
prius dicitur de substantiis, ... substantiarum vero quaedam sunt simplices ... sunt enim causa eorum 
quae composita sunt, ad minus substantia prima simplex, quae deus est.”

87 Ibid. (Busa 3 p. 585): “quia omne quae, quod est per aliud, reducitur ad illud quod est per se sicut 
ad causam primam, oportet quod sit aliqua res, quae sit causa essendi omnibus rebus, eo quod ipsa est 
esse tantum. ... et hoc est causa prima, quae deus est.”

88 Aquinas c.1266: Summa I. 3. 4c. (Busa 2, p. 189): “quia esse est actualitas omnis formae vel 
naturae, non enim bonitatis vel humanitas significatur in actu, nisi prout significamus eam esse. oportet 
igitur quod ipsum esse comparetur ad essentiam quae est aliud ab ipso, sicut actus ad potentiam. cum 
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Because esse, “to be”, is the actuality of every form or nature; for goodness or humanity 
isn’t sig nified in act except insofar as we signify it to be. It is therefore necessary that 
whatever actuality of being be compared to an essence which is distinct from it [be so 
compared] as an act to a potency. But since we have been able to show that there could 
be nothing potential in God,89 it follows that the essence in God is not something which 
is other than his esse.

He adds a line of Heraclitean fire and Stoic Logo~:90

For just as that which is on fire but is not fire is ignited by participation, so that which 
has esse and is not esse is being by participation.

Nor could Aquinas be clearer about how far removed is God from what our eyes see 
and our fingers touch, even though, as the Source of what is most actual in the physical 
world, God is at the most intimate heart of all things in their sustenance of existence:91

“To be” is said in two ways: In one way it signifies the act of being; in the other way it 
signifies the making of a proposition, which the mind formulates by applying a pre dicate 
to a subject. In the first of these two ways of understanding “to be”, we cannot say that 
we know the existence of God, but only in the second way. For we know that this propo-
sition which we form about God, God exists, is true; and this we know from his effects,92 
as was said above.

So Aquinas, well versed in Aristotle’s doctrine that demonstration “is addressed not to the 
spoken word but to the discourse within the soul”,93 vindicates the claim of Augustine94 
that “God is more truly thought than expressed, and exists more truly than he is thought.”

At first we were able to conclude to the necessity of a cause on which the universe 
depends in its totality, a cause which is at each moment simultaneous with the interac-
tions of moved movers — not far, perhaps, from the Unmoved Mover of Aristotle’s 
Physics. But now with such refinement of that primitive discovery as Aristotle never 
made or began to make, we see clearly that this Unmoved Mover is no one in an essen-
tially subordinated series, such as Aristotle envisaged. This Unmoved Mover is no self-
absorbed Thought unaware of the details of the universe and worlds which it moves. For 

igitur in deo nihil sit potentiale, ut ostensum est supra, sequitur quod non sit aliud in eo essentia quam 
suum esse. sua igitur essentia est suum esse.”

89 See Aquinas c.1266: Summa I. 2. 3., the proof that the universe of finite beings depends upon the 
simultaneous existence of an Unmoved Mover.

90 Aquinas c.1266: Summa I. 3. 4c. (Busa 2, p. 189): “quia sicut illud quod habet ignum et non 
est ignis, ist ignitum per participationem, ita illud quod habet esse et non est esse, est ens per 
participationem.”

91 Aquinas c.1266: Summa I. 3. 4 ad 2 (Busa 2, p. 188): “esse dupliciter dicitur, uno modo, sig nifi  cat 
actum essendi; alio modo, significat compositionem propositionis, quam anima adinvenit coniungens 
praedicatum subiecto. primo igitur modo accipiendo esse, non possumus scire esse dei, sicut nec eius 
essentiam, sed solum secundo modo. scimus enim quod haec propositio, quam formamus de deo, cum 
dicimus deus est, vera est. et hoc scimus ex effectibus, ut supra dictum est.”

92 First and most manifestly, but far from exclusively, the movement of bodies in space, as we saw 
(above, p. 188); but also indeed from the very existence of things which is distinct from what they are! 
See further the Section “How Analogy Works in the Proposition ‘God Exists’”, p. 231 below.

93 See “Demonstration, or Proof of a Point” in Chapter 7, p. 166 above.
94 Augustine i.ad399–422/26: De Trinitate VII, iv, 7.



202 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

this Unmoved Mover is Ipsum Esse Subsistens, the Source apart from which nothing, no 
least detail or most trivial aspect of the physical universe, at any point of time or eternity, 
is or moves in any way at all. We are able to see, in short, that existence as involving mo-
tion, possibility and necessity, and so forth, is the proper effect — the “fingerprint”, as 
it were — of God. Finite beings require something upon which to act. God, imparting 
existence, “acts” presupposing nothing at all.

The Demonstration of Monotheism
We are able to see, also, a definitive resolution to the ancient question of whether 

there is one God or many gods, “monotheism” vs. “polytheism”. Ipsum Esse Subsistens, an 
“Existence Subsistent of Itself”, being with out potentiality, cannot be restricted in such 
a way as to have an “equal” other. For being is either self-sub sis tent or by participation. 
If self-subsistent, it is a pure actuality without a restriction from within which limits it to 
a determinate realm of finite nature. In that case it is the One source whence existence 
by participation is extrinsically possible. But if a given being is by participation then that 
being is not God, however lofty in a comparative scale of finite beings a given individual 
might be by various standards. For plurality requires restriction of each from within, 
and this is precisely what the divine nature, as self-subsistent esse, precludes.

“Creation” Understood as the Maintaining Here and Now of Finite Existents:
the “Multiaspectual” Presence of God to the World

The doctrine of Aquinas in point of assigning a clear and explicit meaning for the 
term “creation” is one of the more remarkable achievements of human understanding. 
We have seen that Aristotle did not seriously consider the question of a “beginning” 
of the world in any sense, and that not until the One of Plotinus, “beyond being and 
nonbeing”, do we encounter a glimmering of this notion of a Creative Source for the 
things of the world precisely as “having existence” at all. Yet even the Plotinian notion 
of a “Creative Source” of finite being is short of the idea of creation as Aquinas spells it 
out, for the God of the quinque viae is not simply a creative source but a purely actual 
infinite existence which depends in giving existence to finite beings on nothing what-
soever outside itself, and certainly has no necessary connection to the creation since 
its “participation” in esse is extrinsic, not a direct sharing (as in the Plotinian “emana-
tions”). Hence there is no necessity in the creative action, but only freedom on the side 
of the Source.

Unlike the One of Plotinus, the God of the “proof from motion” is involved in no 
neces sity through which it communicates existence to whatever begins to be as dis-
tinct from the infinite existence of God. In Aquinas, a direct consequence of his first 
argument to the conclusion that God is an “unmoved mover” or “pure act of existence 
without intrinsic limitation by any potentiality” is that not merely the whole order of 
finite beings as such is dependent upon God but that every detail within that order is 
dependent upon God in exactly the same way and for exactly the same reason: the ar-
gument concludes to an irreducible distinction between that which is its own existence 
(God) and that which merely has an existence contracted to a terminating “nature”,95 
a boundary of potentiality beyond which it (any creature) cannot go without losing its 
hold on existence. For if we prescind from the difference between spiritual and mate-
rial substances and speak simply of the difference between created and uncreated being, 

95 “Habet esse, et non est suum esse” is one of the formulas used by Aquinas himself (Summa I.7.2c: 
a created form “has exis tence, and is not its own existence”).
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there are but two ways of “having an essence”.96 One is the way in which God has an es-
sence, namely, as identical with his existence, which precludes his being defined because 
language requires a diversity of rationales in order to form a definition of anything, 
and there is no such diversity of rationales in the divine being except extrinsically — as 
compared or considered from the side of created being, where we exist. The other way of 
having an essence is the case where the essence is other than that which exists, in which 
case the existence of the thing is received, limited, and held within the bounds of the 
nature of the one receiving it.

The argument does not go back in time to a “beginning”, nor is it merely a question 
of a “source” from which things somehow “proceed”. It is a question of “something out 
of nothing”, a proposition unintelligible within the order of moved movers, but taken 
by Aquinas to be precisely expressive of the relation between God and creatures which 
is a real relation of dependency on the side of creatures but a purely free relation of 
divine choice on the side of the God who shares in whatever limited way the actuality 
of existence which is proper to himself alone as intrinsically unlimited within. Nor is 
the “existence” which God in the creative act gives an isolated or individual possession 
of each substance isolated unto itself, but rather (as we have seen the doctrine of tran-
scendental relative requires in any case) an existence which involves an order among 
created things, a complex of ontological relations and interactions without which the 
substances could not sustain themselves.97 Action follows upon being, and the “action” 
insofar as the being is more or less than a knowing being is transitive action, that is to 
say, interaction.98

The common teaching in neothomistic circles is that the idea of God as “author of 
all things” in the Christian Scriptures is the actual source, historically speaking, for the 
idea of creation. This assertion has been explic itly related to the history of philosophy 
before Aquinas in a learned lecture on the subject by Kenneth L. Schmitz:99

Within the philosophical tradition that stems from the Greeks the question of origin has 
received extensive and intensive consideration. At no time did it receive more consider-
ation than in the high middle ages. Matthew of Aquasparta, a younger contemporary of 
St. Thomas, has left us a summary of philosophical po si tions on the question which he 
has found in the philosopher Averroes. The latter had reduced the philoso phical posi-
tions on the question to five. First, things are said to come to be through the discovery 
or disclosure of latent forms (attributed to Anaxagoras). Second, things may be said to 
come to be through the orderly arrangement of separate elements (attributed to Em-
pedocles). Third, through the bestowal of forms (attributed to Plato and his followers). 
Or fourth, from a giver who is either separate from the things (attributed to Avicenna) 
or somehow joined to them (attributed to Themistius). Or fifth and finally, things may 
be said to come to be by being led forth from potency into act (attributed to Aristotle). 
None of these five positions hold that things are created from nothing, nor is one able 
to come to this knowledge from experience alone.

96 Compare Aquinas, c.1252–1256: De Ente et Essentia, cap. 4 (Busa vol. 3 p. 586).
97 W. Norris Clarke (1992a) expresses the doctrine of transcendental relation in an English formula 

of unprecedented elegance: “to be is to be substance-in-relation”.
98 Aquinas c.1265/7, Super librum Dionysii de divinis nominibus, cap. 7. lect. 4. (Busa vol. 4 p. 573): 

“ipsa divina sap i en tia est om nium causa effectiva, inquantum res producit in esse et non solum rebus 
dat esse, sed etiam esse cum ordine in rebus, inquantum res invicem se coadunant in ordinem ad 
ultimum finem.”

99 Schmitz 1982: 12–13.
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Only the concluding statement here merits argument.100 If Averroes’ survey is cor-
rect and Matthew of Aquasparta’s sum ma ry accurate, we can indeed conclude that the 
doctrine of creation out of nothing, creatio ex nihilo, is not to be found in the philosophi-
cal literature prior to Aquinas. But if the proof from motion offered by Aquinas is indeed 
based on our experience of the world and is indeed a valid line of argument, then it is 
of a certainty possible to come to the knowledge that creatures have their restricted 
existence from the unrestricted existence of God and that there is nothing which God 
in imparting restricted existence presupposes by way of either potentiality or actuality 
outside of his own existence in order to bring about that order of moved movers (“re-
stricted existences”) which is what Aquinas calls creation.

In other words, the idea of creation as the dependency in being of whatever exists 
in intrinsically limited ways on the existence of God as intrinsically unlimited, the idea, 
that is to say, of “creation out of nothing”, can indeed be arrived at from experience 
alone, and is so arrived at least implicitly by anyone who considers valid the proof from 
motion. For what the proof from motion ends by concluding implies precisely the con-
sequence that God in giving existence to creatures acts presupposing nothing at all of 
existence on the side of what he creates:101

For since God is existence itself by essence, it follows that created existence is the 
proper effect of God, just as to light on fire is a proper effect of fire. But this effect God 
causes in things not only when they first begin to be but for as long as they continue 
to be, just as light is caused in the air by the sun as long as the day lasts. For however 
long, therefore, a being has existence, for just that long is God present to that thing ac-
cording to the manner in which it has existence. For existence, the act of being, is that 
which is most intimate to each thing, and that which is most profoundly intrinsic to 
each thing; for existence is what is formal in respect of everything which is within any-
thing, as was made clear above. Whence of necessity God is present within all things, 
and this intimately.

Existence is the point at which God is present to the world; but outside of what ex-
ists there is only — noth ing at all.

100 Here I need to insert a corrective from Professor Schmitz himself (2010: 129–30) concerning my 
use of this quotation, in that “qualifying sentences [on p. 13 of The Gift, i.e., Schmitz 1982: 13] omitted 
[from the quotation] ... show that I am merely reporting, not endorsing, prior attempts that fall short 
of concluding to the existence of God in the precise sense of esse; a proof that I do think is drawn from 
experience. Prior to the insight into existential act, the earlier demonstrations of the existence of God 
were not demonstrations of Creator ex nihilo, but of some other form of divine causality.” Which is my 
own point, quite in agreement with Professor Schmitz’s corrective, in the remaining sentences of this 
here annotated paragraph, along with the paragraph following.

101 Aquinas c.1266: Summa I.8.1c. (Busa 2 p. 194): “deus est in omnibus rebus, non quidem 
sicut pars essentiae, vel sicut ac ci dens, sed sicut agens adest in quod agit. oportet enim omne agens 
coniungi ei in quod immediate agit, et sua virtute illud contingere. unde in vii physic. probatur 
quod motum et movens oportet esse simul. cum autem deus sit ipsum esse per suam essentiam, 
oportet quod esse creatum sit proprius effectus eius; sicut ignire est proprium effectum ignis. hunc 
autem effectum causat deum in rebus, non solum quando primo esse incipiunt, sed quamdiu in esse 
conservantur; sicut lumen causatur in aere a sole quandiu aer illuminatus manet. quandiu igitur 
res habet esse, tandiu oportet quod deus adsit ei, secundum modum quo esse habet. esse autem est 
illud quod est magis intimum cuilibet, et quod profondius omnibus inest, cum sit formale respectu 
omnium quae in re sunt, ut ex supra dictis patet. unde oportet quod deus sit in omnibus rebus,  
et intime.”
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“God Is More Intimate to Created Beings than They Are to Themselves”
Later on102 Aquinas will explain that it is in certain respects more proper to say that 

things exist in God than it is to say that God is present within all things; nevertheless, 
the presence of God within all things, not as part of their nature nor as one of their 
characteristics or circumstances but as the source of the whole of the existence they 
have correlative with the essence or potentiality making them be — by specification and 
restriction — the kind of being that they are (human, alligator, stellar, etc.), “as an agent 
is present to that within which it acts”,103 is a pure truth of reason, and therefore of phi-
losophy and doctrina intellectiva, even if its clearest enunciation historically was in fact in 
the context of the attempt by Aquinas to establish a sacra doctrina specifically Christian 
beyond the boundaries of philosophy. The doctrine of creation out of nothing, I think 
we may say, may to be sure be utilized as an ancilla theologiae; but in that case (in order 
for it to be that) the conclusion in question must be by a logical priority a conclusion of 
philosophy as cenoscopic science, for the very reasons just considered. Not only may 
one arrive at this knowledge by abduction from experience alone, but that is precisely 
how Aquinas presents it in his prima et manifestior via.

The presence of God to and within all beings, of course, is precisely the central 
doctrine of Neoplatonism. Outside Plotinus (203–270ad), we find it also in the Bhaga-
vad Gita (i.499–199bc) and the Tao Te Ching (i.550–399bc). If these early “sacred works” 
are read in the light of the philosophi cal doctrine of Aquinas as it follows from his first 
proof of the existence of God, they appear as profound meditations on the manner in 
which the creature capable of thought and reflection should appre ci ate the existence 
of all things within the knowledge and love of God and try to realize this appreciation 
in his or her manner of conducting everyday life. All that is lacking in these works, the 
Gita in particular, is the under standing that “having existence” (as distinct from “being 
existence”) is not an illusion to be overcome but a privilege to be exercised. The “dual-
ism” of God and creatures is not an illusion, “Maya”, but a con se quence of the difference 
between what is existence and what has existence — in other words, of the difference 
between what is purely actual and what exists as a mixture of potency and act, of the dif-
ference between God and creature.

“After Creation, There Are More Beings But No More Being”
Forms are required for things to be this and that, to explain the diversity of the 

world; but ex istence is always on loan from God and cannot be borrowed elsewhere. The 
ultimate actuality of those forms in all their diversity, curiously, is not their own. In this 
singular case, the case of the exis tent as such, more singular by far than Anselm’s object 
of thought “than which a greater cannot be conceived”, none but God possesses what all 
others share for now; and all others share what God alone possesses.

“After creation”, the Thomists of the Renaissance liked to say, “there were more 
beings, but no more being”;104 and now we see why: one there is that exists without 
borrowing, and all other existence, even in giving rise to the formal perfections which 
define and diversify being, are on loan from that one. Whence it follows that God is 

102 I.8.3 ad 3.
103 I.1.8c: “sicut agens adest ei in quod agit.”
104 “Post creationem, sunt plura entia sed non plus ens.” We could be Heideggerian and capitalize 

this last “b” (“e” in the Lat in); but why bother? The point is compatible with Heidegger’s thought, 
but is no part of that thought, and to use fashionable devices to create an impression otherwise is 
mischievous.
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present in all things, not as a part of their essential or accidental subjective constitution, 
but “as an agent is present to the one in which it acts”,105 wholly present everywhere to 
all things,106 for the existence of cre ated being is his proper effect “as to ignite is the ef-
fect proper to fire”.107 Just as a thing burns only so long as there continues to be fire, so 
does a thing exist just so long as the action of God continues with respect to it.

All existence is from God, yet from that truth either that God is all or that all is God 
does not follow. As Aquinas put it,108

By saying that God alone is existence, we need not fall into the error of those who have 
said that God is that universal existence whereby each thing whatever is formally. For 
the existence which is God is of such a condition that there can be no addition to it, 
whence through its very purity it is and distinct from every other existence.

Neither Pantheism Nor Panentheism
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Taoism used to be accused of “pantheism”, of holding 

that God is all in all. To this charge recent protagonists in the debate have introduced a 
new term: not pantheism, they say, but panentheism, is the truth about being and reality. 
God is all in all, but yet he transcends all. The divine being constitutes every being, yet 
all beings together do not exhaust the divine being. However many beings there are, 
however long the cosmic process emanates and transforms beings into beings, never is 
the divine transcendence exhausted. God is all in all, but always more than all. The re-
tention of the transcendent dimension combined with the affirmation of the immanence 
of God as constitutive of all things is what defines panentheism and distinguishes it from 
pantheism.

Pantheism was clearly anathema to the existential doctrine of Aquinas; but pan-
entheism is no less so, clever as it is as a new stage in the historical dialectic of human 
discourse. For what the doctrine of Aquinas precludes is not only the reduction of di-
vine transcendence to immanence in the cosmos, but rather and more profoundly the 
making of the being of God constitutive of the being of things. One could frame this 
as a consequence of his distinction of essence from existence, but this distinction was 
not original with him. Closer to original with him rather was the idea that God has an 
essence which consists in existence, and closer still to original with Aquinas was the ex-
plicit awareness of the consequences of affirming the denial of a distinction of essence 
and existence in the unique case of God. The preclusion of the claim of panentheism is a 
consequence mainly of the fact that in every being whose essence is other than existence 
something is added to existence, and it is this addition which prevents the identification of 
the formal being of creatures with the reality of God:109

105 I. 8. 1. c.
106 I. 8. 4.
107 I. 8. 1. c.
108 Aquinas, c.1252–1256: De Ente et Essentia, cap. 4 (Busa vol. 3 p. 586): “nec oportet, si dicimus quod 

deus est esse tantum, ut in illorum errorem incidamus, qui deum dixerunt esse illud esse universale, quo 
quaelibet res formaliter est. hoc enim esse, quod deus est, huius condicionis est, ut nulla sibi additio 
fieri possit; unde per ipsam suam puritatem est esse distinctum ab omni esse.”

109 Aquinas c.1265–1267, Super librum Dionysii de divinis nominibus, cap. 7. lect. 4. (Busa vol. 4 p. 
572): “deus enim non est aliquid existentium, sed supra omnia existentia et ideo, cum per intellectum 
et alia praedicta [opinio, phan tasia, scientia, tactus, nomen, etc.], cognoscantur existentia, nullo 
praedictorum per cognitionem alicuius exis tentium deus cognoscitur. rursus deus est omnia in omnibus 
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For God is not some finite existent, but transcends the totality of such existents, and for 
this reason when, through understanding or any other cognitive modality, we become 
aware of existents, by none of those cognitive modalities through which we become thus 
aware is God known. Again God is interior to all things causally, yet even so he is noth-
ing of what is in those things constituting them as finite: and for this reason, whatever is 
cognized in existing things whether by intellect or sense or whatever modality, in all of 
the things that are known God too is known in a certain way, namely, as cause, yet for all 
that he is known from none of them as he himself exists.

Neither in Aristotle nor anywhere else in previous tradition is there anything to 
compare with this discussion of Aquinas. In the Thomistic revival initiated by the Au-
gust 4, 1879 encyclical Aeterni Patris by Pope Leo XIII, a number of leading figures 
emerged: Mercier (1851–1926), Maréchal (1878–1944), Gilson (1884–1978), and Mari-
tain (1882–1973) from France; Rahner (1904–1984) from Germany; Lonergan (1904–
1984) and Charles De Koninck (1906–1965)110 from Canada; Benedict Ashley (1915– ) 
and W. Norris Clarke (1915–2008) in the United States. Of this group, Gilson and 
Maritain in particular insisted on the primacy of esse in the metaphysics of Aquinas, and I 
think even my brief remarks above are sufficient to indicate that they were right in their 
emphasis, even though this is far from the whole of Aquinas (there is no way to reduce 
all the vast range of propositions and doctrines expressive of Aquinas’ mind as a series 
of corollaries to the primacy of esse111). It remains that the metaphysics of esse in Aquinas 
is among the most distinctive and foundational of his insights, as far beyond the act/
potency doctrine developed in Aristotle’s writings as the starship Enterprise is beyond 
the shuttle Challenger.

A Note on the Distinction between Essence and Existence
The doctrine of the “act of being” (actus essendi) is so strong and highly developed 

in Aquinas that when, toward the mid–20th century, the philosophical movement called 
“existentialism” came along, Thom ists with some glee and legitimacy could lay claim 
to the movement, to being the “true existentialists”. Yet of course those who originated 
the late modern movement called Existentialism112 neither saw themselves as followers 
of Aquinas nor were particularly interested in Aquinas. And, as would later happen with 

causaliter, cum tamen nihil sit eorum quae sunt in rebus essentialiter: et ideo, quidquid in rebus existens 
cognoscatur vel intellectu vel sensu vel quocumque praedictorum mo dor um, in omnibus istis cognitis, 
quodammodo cognoscitur deus, sicut causa, cum tamen ex nullo cognoscatur sicut est.”

110 Ralph McInerny projected a 3-volume set of The Writings of Charles de Koninck, two of which are 
published as of this writing (see in References). Hopefully McInerny’s death on 29 January 2010 will 
not affect the publication of the third volume.

111 Gilson created a school with many members who could only be described as “single issue 
Thomists” (see below in this Chapter, the Section beginning on p. 273). Everything was judged by 
whether a given author allegedly did or did not grasp, to their satisfaction, the “primacy of esse” in the 
thought of Aquinas. But the thought of Thomas ranged over many more issues than those that can be 
reduced to the metaphysics of esse or the metaphysics of anything else. To exclude from the “authentic 
tradition of St. Thomas” all those thinkers after him who explored the foundations, implications, and 
applications of the thought of Aquinas to questions not corollary to the metaphysics of esse amounts to 
ideological folly. What began as an important insight, the “intuition of being”, as Maritain somewhat 
counterproductively labeled the issue, thus ended gradually as a stifling “single issue Thomism” 
orthodoxy sapping much of the vitality of the Thomistic revival in the United States and Canada. See 
Deely 1995 on the alternatives within neothomism.

112 See “Twilight on the Way of Ideas”, in Deely 2001: Chap. 13 p. 578–579.



208 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

the neothomist attempts to equate the Sein of Heidegger with the actus essendi of St. 
Thomas, the partisans of St. Thomas were able to advance their cause only by missing 
what was central to the insight and actual concern of their putative late modern “ad-
versaries”. In the case of the modern existentialists, what had caught their attention was 
more the Latin non-ens (“ens rationis”) than anything like the Thomistic esse; in the case 
of the Heideggerians, the focus of insight was rather the being proper to things existing 
as known and cathected (affectively integrated within the Innenwelt) than the esse proper 
to ens reale that was the focus of insight for Neothomism. (The “nose of wax” fallacy 
need not be confined to students of the Latin scholastics!)

Such misunderstandings are inevitable and normal in the historical development of 
philosophical discourse. I doubt that the same can be said of the neothomistic claims 
that Aquinas discovered the distinction between essence and existence, that before 
Aquinas we encounter on this point only what Burrell113 calls “the pre-history of the dis-
tinction of existence from essence”, which has been the neothomistic position through 
most of the 20th century.114 Whatever the “prehistory” of this distinction may have been, 
if indeed there was such a prehistory, St. Thomas clearly did not think that the history 
could begin with his work. In his own opinion, not only could the distinction already 
be found expressly in the work of Boethius and Aristotle before him; but it was also 
the opinion of Thomas that in Boethius the distinction is presented correctly as a self-
evident truth, that is to say, a truth which anyone who thinks about the matter will more 
or less instantly see, a truth that needs little more than to be formulated in order for 
any participant in the discourse to understand it and have to agree with it. Besides his 
two commentaries on Boethius where Aquinas makes his understanding of the mind of 
Boethius plain on the matter,115 he had already said the same earlier, in fact in one of 
his very earliest and most important speculative treatises in philosophy, when speaking 
wholly in his own name:116

And because what a purely spiritual intelligence is, as has been said, is the same as or 
identical with its form as an intelligence, for this reason its quality or essence is that very 
form, and its existence received from God is that by which it subsists in the physical 
world. And on this account some say that a substance of this kind, to wit, a spiritual sub-
stance, is composed from that by which it exists and that which it is, or from that which 
is and an act of existence, as Boethius puts it.

Material substances are composites of matter and form, this is their whole essence. 
Spiritual substances have no matter, yet they do have potentiality respecting existence, 
just as do material substances. And this is precisely because, as was said as early as Aris-
totle117 (much earlier too, I am sure, though we lack for texts): what a thing is and that 
it is are different.

113 Burrell 1986: 20.
114 Details of the story are provided by McInerny 1990.
115 Aquinas, c.1257/8: Super Boethius De Trinitate; and c.1259: Expositio in librum Boethii de Hebdomadibus. 

See the contem po rary commentary by McInerny 1990.
116 Aquinas c.1252/6: De Ente et Essentia, cap. 3 (in Busa 3 p. 586): “et quia, ut dictum est, intelligentiae 

quidditas est ipsamet in tel ligentia, ideo qualitas vel essentia eius est ipsum quod est ipsa, et esse suum 
receptum a deo est id, quo subsistit in rerum na tur a. et propter hoc a quibusdam dicuntur huiusmodi 
substantiae componi ex quo est et quod est vel ex quod est et esse, ut boethius dicit.”

117 Aristotle c.348–7abc: Posterior Analytics, Book II.
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In discussing the problem of how we come to know what something is, Aristotle 
distinguished between “being” and “substance”, and distinguished between definitions 
which tell us what a substance is, what would later come to be called “real definitions”, 
and definitions which told us only what words mean, what would later come to be called 
“nominal definitions”. For nominal definitions as such he had no scientific use, because 
“one can signify even things that are not”, whereas science concerns only things that 
are. Hence the first question science must answer is whether a thing exists, and only 
then is an inquirer in a position to ask (scientifically) what is it — a point which smacks 
suspiciously of a distinction between existence understood in terms of “being” and es-
sence understood in terms of “substance” framed in the technical context of Aristotle’s 
discussion of what constitutes scientific demonstration.

Now Aristotle, in this context, considered that “to know what something is and to 
know the explanation of the fact that it is are the same”, that is to say, he considered that 
the knowledge of the causes which made the thing be in this or that way to be the same 
as to know what the thing is insofar as it is a real thing. Definitions for scientific purpos-
es of mastering the order of ens reale answer to substances which are real beings, not to 
names which are indifferent to what is or is not. But he saw the difference between “be-
ing” which does not fall in a genus and “substance” which does; and he confined “defini-
tion” to the latter, even though he did not consider nominal definitions to be definitions 
for the purposes of science. And he saw quite clearly that, as he himself put it,118 “what a 
man is and that a man is are different”; that is to say, the substance of man, being a real 
substance, admits of real definition, but the being of any given man need not be real.

According to Burrell, as we took note,119 this remark of Aristotle’s pertains to the 
prehistory rather than to the history of the distinction between essence and existence. 
According to Aquinas, however, this remark of Aristotle’s is to be understood in the very 
terms of the distinction between essence and existence and therefore as part of its history 
— or at least that is the light in which he himself saw Aristotle as having made the re-
mark, as he expressly tells us in his explanation of what Aristotle has said at this point:120

What is that which a man is and a man’s existence are not the same: the reason they 
are not the same is that only in the case of the first principle of being, which is being 
essentially, is actual existence and its whatness one and the same; but in the case of all 
these other beings which are beings through participation [in what belongs necessarily 
only to the being which is essentially and identically existence] the existence of the being 
and the essence of the being are necessarily uniden ti cal. And this is also the very reason 
why one and the same demonstration cannot show both what something is and that it is.

And of course, if Aquinas understood Boethius correctly, and was further correct in 
agreeing with Boethius’s identification of the difference between essence and existence 
as belonging to the category of truths that need only be enunciated to solicit recogni-
tion and agreement from mature and serious participants in the discourse (truths self-
evident to all), then he would also be right in understanding Aristotle to have seen the  

118 Aristotle c.348–7abc: Posterior Analytics, Book II, chap. 7, 92b10–11.
119 Burrell 1986: 20.
120 Aquinas c.1270/71: In libros posteriorum analyticorum, II. lect. 6. n. 3 (Busa 3 p. 303): “aliud est 

quod quid est homo et esse hominem: in solo enim primo essendi principio, quod est essentialiter 
ens, ipsum esse et quidditas eius est unum et idem; in omnibus autem aliis, quae sunt entia per 
participationem, oportet quod sit aliud esse et quidditas entis. non est ergo possibile quod eadem 
demonstratione demonstret aliquis quid est et quia est”.
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distinction in question and to have taken note of it insofar as it had a bearing on the 
technical discussion which he had undertaken.

But in that case what was unique or original about Aquinas’s metaphysics was not 
that it began by dis cov ering something that many others had seen all along, but rather 
in the realization that the causal analyses philosophers had made up until now had all 
alike presupposed existence in their analysis of the effects and types of causality. What 
was original with Aquinas was the singling out of existence as such, the act of being 
as that with respect to which all forms are potential, as itself an effect to be accounted 
for as effect, and not simply presupposed to the action of various other types of causes 
explaining this or that formal effect in the order of finite beings. Of course, as soon as 
the point has been made, the realization dawns that existence is not merely a formal 
aspect of being, but that which every formal aspect presupposes in order to exercise 
its formality, in order to specify finite being in this or that way, as of this or that type. 
So as an effect existence is a universal effect, the one effect without which there are no 
other effects. As the one effect without which there are no other effects to consider, 
existence then appears as the one effect proper to the creative activity of God — the 
handwriting of God in the form of created beings, let us say. The “dependency in be-
ing” which Aristotle rightly saw as the essence of causality is now understood not in 
terms of the various types of dependency we can presciss121 within the order of finite 
beings interacting, but is generalized rather as the specific and distinctive dependency 
of the entire order of finite beings interacting, the “ordo universi” as such in its totality, 
seen in relation to its creative source as that which makes possible in the first place 
interactions among finite beings, namely, existence, “like light in the air from the in-
fluence of the sun”.122

It was not the “discovery” of an obvious truth which would occur and had occurred 
to practically everyone in every age of philosophical understanding who had reflected 
on the difference between truth and error, fact and fancy, what could be and what is — 
namely, that whether something is does not answer the same question or pertain to the 
same aspect of reality as what is that something if it is — that marked the originality of 
Aquinas in the area of thought about existence. Not at all. What marked his original-
ity was casting one term of that obvious distinction in a heretofore unreflected light, 
by considering precisely that aspect of “being” which does not fall within any genus, 
namely, its existence, in the perspective of the proportion of effect to cause.123 And this 
novel perspective was not something Aquinas arrived at gradually, but something he 
expressly stated in his earliest writings, perhaps even more clearly than in the much later 
quinque viae:124

121 See the terminological discussion in note 160, p. 224 below.
122 Aquinas c.1252/56: De Ente et Essentia, cap. 3 (Busa 3 p. 585): “sicut lumen in aere ex influentia 

solis”.
123 One finds this point in Aquinas early as well as late, as we shall shortly see. On the late side, 

however, particularly clear is the c.1266 treatment in the Summa I.45.5. and I.104.1.
124 Ibid. (p. 585): “non autem potest esse quod ipsum esse sit causatum ab ipsa forma vel quiditate 

rei (dico sicut causa efficien te) quia sic aliqua res esset sui ipsius causa et aliqua res seipsam in esse 
produceret, quod est impossibile. ergo oportet quod omnis talis res, cuius esse est aliud quam natura 
sua habeat esse ab alio. et quia omne, quod est per aliud, reducitur ad illud quod est per se sicut ad 
causam primam, oportet quod sit aliqua res, quae sit causa essendi omnibus rebus, eo quod ipsa est esse 
tantum. alias iretur in infinitum in causis, cum omnis res, quae non est esse tantum, habeat causam sui 
esse, ut dictum est. patet ergo quod ... esse habet a primo ente, quod est esse tantum. et hoc est causa 
prima, quae deus est. omne autem quod recepit aliquid ab alio est in potentia respectu illius, et hoc 
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That actual existence should be caused by the form itself or by the essence of a thing (I 
am talking about an efficient cause) cannot be the case, for the reason that in that case 
some particular thing would be its own cause and would produce itself in being, which 
is an impossibility.125 So every particular thing whose actual existence is other than its 
nature has that existence from another. And because everything that depends on some-
thing else reduces to that which is essentially as to a first cause, there must needs be 
something which is the cause of the actually existing of all things by virtue of the fact 
that it itself is existence and nothing else. Otherwise an open infinity of causes results, 
since everything which is not actual existence alone would need a cause for its actual 
existence, as was said. Whence it appears that ... every particular being has its existence 
from a first being which is pure existence. And this pure, self-subsisting existence is the 
first cause which is God. For everything which receives something from some other 
is in potency with respect to that other, and this which is received in the receiver is its 
act. Whence it follows that essence itself or form ... is in potency respecting the actual 
existence which it receives from God; and that actual existence received is received in 
the manner of act.

The doctrine is the same, from one end of the writings of Aquinas to the other end. 
Compare the early text just read to another written by Aquinas just as he was about to 
begin his Summa theologiae:126

The act of existence itself is the boundary act participable by all beings, but existence 
itself participates in nothing beyond itself. Whence, if there be anything which is itself 
existence subsisting, which is what we say of God, we say that self-subsistent existence 
does not itself participate of anything beyond its pure existence. There is no comparable 
rationale at work in the case of other subsisting forms which have to participate respect-
ing existence as a potency respecting act; and so they are able to participate in something 
other than themselves by reason of being in a certain manner in potency.

The pretension that St. Thomas discovered the difference between essence and ex-
istence is no older than the 20th century, but over the course of the decades of that cen-
tury it led to some pretty strange posturing. Aristotle made it the condition of a science 
which wanted to understand reality that it answer first respecting an object it sought to 
investigate the question whether that object exists apart from the mind’s consideration. Yet 
Phelan127 would have us believe that “in the world of Aristotle there was no esse.” The 
effort to maintain that Aquinas was the first to discover the difference between essence 
and existence leads those engaged in it to remarkable conclusions more reminiscent 
of the modern idealism they oppose than of the way Aquinas presents the distinction 
between essence and existence as an ancient heritage of philosophy and a common heri-
tage of anyone who begins to think on the matter of the contrast between physical be-
ing objectified and purely objective being, the point of origin of distinctively human  

quod receptum est in eo est actus eius. oportet ergo quod ipsa quidditas vel forma ... sit in potentia 
respectu esse, quod a deo recepit; et illud esse receptum est per modum actus.”

125 It involves a contradiction.
126 Aquinas c.1265/66a: Quaestio disputata de anima, art. 1. ad 2 (Busa 3 p. 376): “ipsum esse est actus 

ultimus qui participabilis est ab omnibus, ipsum autem nihil participat; unde, si sit aliquid quod sit 
ipsum esse subsistens, sicut de deo dicimus, nihil participare dicimus. non autem est similis ratio de 
aliis formis subsistentibus, quas necesse est participare ad ipsum ut potentiam ad actum; et ita, cum sint 
quodammodo in potentia, possunt aliquid aliud participare.”

127 Phelan 1957: 118.
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awareness. Phelan is led so far as to tell us “that God is is not mysterious” because “it can 
be demonstrated”. By contrast, “that creatures are is indeed a mystery”, although “what 
a creature is is not mysterious” because “it is conceivable”.

Something is backward here. To where has experience disappeared in these bizarre 
assertions? We exper i ence creatures, not as creatures, of course, but as fellow finite 
beings with whom we are caught up in essential interactions, our “transcendental rela-
tives”, we might say at this point. We experience in every loss and every death around 
us the difference between what things are and whether they are. If we are lucky, we 
may figure out that there is a God, or someone may be able to set out for us in a way 
that we can grasp its “rational necessity”. The actual existence of this God, in such a 
case, remains something asserted, “the truth of a proposition”, as Aquinas put it. What 
a creature is is very mysterious, not because it is conceivable but because of our direct 
experience of being as finite. And the existence of God is even more mysterious, be-
cause our experience, outside of mysticism, does not attest to that existence directly. 
Experience does not directly attest to infinite existence as it does attest to the finite 
existence of our transcendental relatives in the family of finite being; at best — again, 
outside of mysticism — what experience does is provide, through our interactions 
with the finite beings surrounding us, the intellectual materials which imply the real-
ity of an infinite existence, and hence from which we can conclude to that reality with 
propositional truth.

What is backward, I would suggest, in the neothomistic fairytale, is just what McIn-
erny put his finger on in a book that will prove more important to history than it did to 
its day: “The difficult thing is not, as Exis ten tial Thomists put it, to isolate or segregate 
esse from essence” and then by a singular vigilance protect our minds from introducing 
into esse (ut exercitum or ut significatum?, quaerit Advocatus Diaboli) any hint or sus-
picion of dreaded ‘essentialism’. “Au contraire”, expostulates McInerny.128 “The heart 
of the matter is to establish that there is one in whom they are not distinct. That is the 
achievement.” To which I can only add: D’accord.

The achievement Aquinas won by casting a common distinction in the light of the 
proportion required between effects and proper causes, and finding that between exis-
tence and particular causes such proportion was wanting, was the achievement of reach-
ing a position from which it is possible to see or “demonstrate” that, notwithstanding 
the difference between essence and existence in the whole of our direct experience of 
being, this very experience implies the reality of one and only one being in whom es-
sence and existence are not distinct but one and the same, a being the essence of which is 
existence, and, as a result (speaking from the only point of view available to us, namely, 
that of our understanding), supremely perfect:129

Although God is existence and nothing besides, this hardly means that the other perfec-
tions and noble qualities are wanting to him, but means rather that he possesses all of 
the perfections which exist in all the categories of finite existence. Because he possesses 

128 McInerny 1990: 253; the last italic only is added to the text.
129 Aquinas c.1252/6: De Ente et Essentia, cap. 4 (Busa 3 p. 586): “quamvis sit esse tantum, non 

oportet quod deficiant ei reli quae perfectiones et nobilitates, immo habet omnes perfectiones quae sunt 
in omnibus generibus. propter quod “perfectum simpli citer” dicitur, ut philosophus et commentator in 
v metaphysicae dicunt. sed habet eas modo excellentiori omnibus rebus, quia in eo unum sunt, sed in 
aliis diversitatem habent. et hoc est, quia omnes illae perfectiones conveniunt sibi secundum esse suum 
simplex; sicut si aliquis per unam qualitatem posset efficere operationes omnium qualitatum, in illa una 
qualitate omnes qualitates habet, ita deus in ipso esse suo omnes perfectiones habet.”
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all perfections he is said to be “simply perfect” or “perfect without qualification”, as 
both Aristotle and Averroes as his commentator say in Book V of the Metaphysics. But 
he has those perfections in a more excellent way than any things possess them, because 
in him they are entirely unified, whereas in finite beings the perfections are scattered. 
And the reason perfections in God are one is because they all belong to him according 
to his undivided act of existence; just as were someone able to effect the activities of all 
qualities through one single quality he would have all qualities in that one quality, so 
God contains in his own existence all perfections.

The consequent discovery that participation (that is to say, the exercise of an act of 
existence which is no part of one’s essential structure as a particular instance of the pos-
sible kinds of finite being) presupposes potentiality within the very actuality of formal 
structures as formal is what excludes the divine existence from constituting the formal 
being of creatures, as proponents of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Taoism came generally 
to teach. This is the insight that leads Aquinas to define essence, particularly substantial 
essence, as the last (or first) potentiality in the line of participability respecting exis-
tence as the ultimate actuality of all forms. The “being of creatures” thus stands outside 
the divine being by reason of being intrinsically composed according to a diversity of 
rationales or “possibilities”, which the divine simplicity excludes; and yet the being of 
creatures is completely dependent upon the divine being as the only source whence exis-
tence, as not derived, can be derived. Under this existential dependency the full range of 
causal interactions then has its play in determining what possibilities of the finite order 
— what possible participations of the divine perfection — shall be, become, and pass as 
historically actual; and the “immanence” of the creative action at the inmost being of 
all that procession of becoming and passing away is yet formally no part of that which 
is being finitely.

Let Thomas make this final point himself:130

And so when we say that an essence is a being, if someone thinks that therefore an es-
sence is caused by some being, either by itself or by some other, the thought process 
has gone awry, because it was not in this manner of conceptualization — the manner, 
namely, in which something subsisting in its actual existence is a being — that essence 
was said to be being, but rather was essence said to be being as that by which something 
exercises actual existence. Whence to ask how an essence itself is by something is to go 
awry. The proper question to ask is how something else is through an essence.

For essence has no being except through the existence which exercises it. How could 
it? For essence is a formal perfection, and all forms are potential respecting actual ex-
istence! Yet it is essence — not existence, but that through which existence realizes and 
exercises itself finitely, that which specifies and limits the finite exercise of existence — 
that gives intelligibility to what is in the actual world of nature and interacting beings. 
Essence explains the limits as well as the capacities of finite beings, and guides accord-
ingly (“forma dat esse”) their comings and goings both accidental and substantial through 
the play of causal interactions within the constraints of formal structures.

130 Aquinas c.1256/9. Quaestiones Disputatae de Veritate q. 21. art. 4. ad 4. (Busa 3 p. 125): “et ideo 
cum dicimus: essentia est ens; si procedatur sic: ergo est aliquo ens, vel se vel alio; processus non 
sequitur, quia non dicebatur hoc modo esse ens, sicut aliquid subsistens in esse suo est ens, sed sicut 
quo aliquid est. unde non oportet quaerere quomodo ipsa essentia aliquo sit sed quomodo aliquid 
alterum sit per essentiam.”
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Theology as a Systematic Exercise of Reason
Theology in the cultural milieu shaped by Aquinas was a pressing need, and what 

was pressing about it was quite specific to the cultural situation defining the end of the 
so-called “dark ages”. The translation of Ari stot le’s scientific and philosophical writings 
into Arabic in the 9th century had compelled Muslim thinkers to struggle to reconcile 
Islamic teaching and Greek philosophy. The same thing had happened in Spain to the 
community of Hebrews in the 12th century, inspiring ibn Daud (c.1110–c.1180) and 
Maimonides (1186–1237) to seek a harmony between Judaism and Hellenic philosophy. 
So now, at the turn of the 13th century in central Europe, the arrival in Latin dress of 
Aristotle surrounded by a phalanx of Arabic com men ta tors impelled Christian thinkers 
to try their hand at assimilating Greek science and metaphysics. Scriptural authority 
was little help, for the Arabs had their own scriptures, and Aristotle was invulnerable 
to such an appeal, being both long dead and older than either the Christian or the 
Islamic scriptures (as least the ones specifically so). Christian thinkers were forced, in 
such a cultural situation, either to abdicate or to use the language and tools of rational 
understanding. In other words, they were forced to develop a theology, as distinct from 
exegesis, patristics, or anything we would today call “religious studies”. And form a 
theology they did.

It is not that there was no theological reasoning before Aquinas’ century. Of course 
there was. Indeed, more than one of the early patristic writers were skilled practitio-
ners of Greek philosophical concepts, to mention nothing of the speculative genius 
displayed by Augustine in his De Trinitate of the early 5th century. But these writings 
without practical exception were of an apologetic and pastoral bent, which presupposed 
the Christian standpoint in such a way and to such an extent as to virtually deny phi-
losophy any proper autonomy outside the sphere of a sectarian religious orientation. 
They were imbued through and through with the spirit of parti pris. Taking sides was 
the name of the game; partisan spirit its elan. Below the intellectual vigor of these writ-
ings were the array of “practical” or “pastoral” writings of a strictly ecclesial, liturgical, 
or sacramental orientation.

With Aquinas, religious thinking becomes something more than a mere partisan 
expression and appropri a tion of “pagan philosophy”. Religious thinking, to begin with, 
was made to respect thinking simply so called; for human understanding was recognized 
by Aquinas to have a proper autonomy and sphere of exercise, which, if not neutral re-
specting divine revelation (for Aquinas considered that all truth pointed in the direction 
of the divine origin of thought and being), was nonetheless not subject to mere dictates 
of authority either, but only to evidence in the light of which even author ity could be 
countered as abusive.

Recognition of and the demanding of respect for the “rights of reason” were what 
distinguished the religious thinking of Aquinas and made his theology, even though 
based on and presuppositive of Christian revelation, a “science” which could draw on 
without distorting the achievements of human understanding in the speculative and 
practical spheres alike. By distinguishing the proper spheres of religious belief and phil-
osophical under stand ing, Aquinas was able to erect a framework for systematic thinking 
within which, even despite the sectarian nature of the framework, reason would keep its 
due, and hence within which intel lec tual dialogue would in principle be possible between 
faiths and across cultures, including the cultures of “nonbelievers”. In time, the delicate 
plants of science, distinct from philosophy and theology alike, for the seeds of which 
Aquinas’s main teacher Albert showed such keen sensi tivity, would find room for their 
normal development within Aquinas’s synthesis of philosophical doctrine and Christian 
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religious dogma.131 That grace presupposes and perfects nature was Aquinas’s motto 
across the boards, and nowhere more than in the affairs of the intellect.

Aquinas’s metaphysics of esse is the foundation of his theology, insofar as theology 
is an edi fice of con templative reason expressed in discourse in the light of faith, as is 
clear from the very organization Aqui nas gives to his Summa. But theology in Aquinas’ 
sense no longer plays in to day’s culture the role it did for so many centuries, in no small 
measure as a consequence of what Aquinas achieved. In a “religious stud ies” department 
today, there would be no thought of dis plac ing Lombard (i.e., patristics). “Theology” 
would be, at best, a co-ordinate study alongside Scrip ture and Patristics. More probably 
theology would be a subordinate study in many places considered dispensable, as in the 
1965 lecture I attended by a Pres by ter i an who rhetorically challenged a largely Domini-
can audience in Chicago to explain how anyone could put as much trust in reason as 
Aquinas did and still expect to be saved. There is reason why Rahner, Schoon enberg, 
and others of the later 20th century “post-Conciliar world” respectfully differ from Aqui-
nas as to the central subject matter of theol o gy, and think that an anthropocentric theol-
ogy would better fit the Christian mission today. But this is a philosophy text, and we 
have not the time or space to go off on this fascinating theological cross-road.132

The Human Soul and Mortality
One of the great controversies in which Aquinas participated concerned the inter-

pretation of Aristotle’s books On the Soul (“De Anima”). Averroes construed the Stag-
irite’s text to say that there is but one Mind for all human beings, and that as a pencil 
ceases to write when the author sets it down, so the individual human at death ceases to 
participate in the one same Intellectus Agens which uses each of us in our turn as its pencil. 
Consciousness continues, but it is not our consciousness that continues — it never was. 
Other interpreters granted not even this much to immortality. They saw in the Stagirite 
a doctrine on this score not much different from Epicurus: as the soul of a dog recedes 
back into the potency of matter when the dispositions of the body (the organization of 
secondary matter) are no longer able to sustain it, so too with the soul of a human when 
the body becomes sufficiently indisposed. Ask not where are yesteryear’s snows; they are 
back in the potency of matter where they yesterday came from, and whence tomorrow 
they will be called when conditions in the environment are again right.

Aquinas thought that Averroes had the better argument in thinking that Aristotle’s 
text required in the individual human being the active presence of a power of under-
standing which could not be explained at the level of organic powers such as those on 
which the senses depend. But he thought that Averroes’ denial that this intellectus agens 
was a faculty of the individual human nature was dead wrong. As he explained at the end 
of the year 1270 in his De unitate intellectus, “On the Unity of the Intellect against the 
Averroists”, nature, any nature, is complete within itself at the level of substance. This is 
what it means for an individual to subsist. If human nature in the activity of understanding 
gives proof of being able to grasp an object (such as being) which transcends the restric-
tions of time and place that mark every material object as such, then that nature in its 

131 A number of needless debacles would obscure this fact for centuries (cf. Deely 2001: Chap. 11); 
but the great est of the followers Aquinas found among the later moderns, Jacques Maritain, would 
show the compatibility of Thomistic cenoscopy with the development of science as ideoscopic in his 
noetic masterwork, Les Degrés du Savoir, discussed briefly in Chapter 4, p. 96 above, as would later the 
overview of Ashley 2006. See also on this score Deely 2008.

132 Writing strictly as a philosopher, I think I have shown (Deely 1996) there are good grounds in 
Aquinas himself for such a change of focus. But Rahner hardly needs my assistance.
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root — that is to say, the soul — must itself have an immaterial dimen sion which is not 
educed from the potency of matter but is capable of surviving when the body corrupts.

At this point the medieval arguments in favor of the capacity of the human soul to 
survive the destruction of the body (by reason of a nature irreducible to bodily correla-
tion) took a turn anticipative, as it were, of the modern materialist doctrine introduced 
by Pierre Jean Cabanis (1757–1808) in the first133 of twelve mémoires collected together 
and published in 1802 under the title of Rapports du physique et du moral de l’homme. Ca-
banis, a physician as well as a philosopher, proposed the idea that the brain is the organ 
within the body specialized for the production of thoughts, as the stomach is specialized 
for digestion, the genitals for reproduction, the eyes for seeing, etc. Long before, it is 
true, the physician and philosopher Alcmaeon of Croton (fl. early 5th cent. bc) had first 
identified the brain as the central organ of consciousness in his treatise On Nature. But 
for Alcmaeon, the brain was still the rational soul’s bodily instrument, not the embodi-
ment of the rational mind (or “intellect”) as the eyes embody the power of sight or the 
stomach the function of digestion.

Against this appealing modern doctrine that brain embodies rational human think-
ing as eyes embody sight Aquinas raised in advance some interesting considerations to 
give one pause. For the brain, like any bodily part, is material, and therefore, like every-
thing material (every bodily part), is extended in space. Therefore it is not possible that 
specifically human thought has the brain as its adequate producing cause. For specifi-
cally human thought is often self-reflective, that is, capable of turning back wholly upon 
itself. In self-reflection, the mind’s activity of thinking and the object of thought coin-
cide. This would not be possible if thinking were, like perception, intrinsically involved 
with matter. It would be a case of a finger scratching its own tip. For the first accident 
of whatever is involved with matter is quantity, the having of parts outside of parts.134 
And any quantified power, that is to say, any cognitive power directly exercised through 
a bodily organ, would be precluded by its very extension from a complete turning back 
on itself — from perfect or self-reflection, such as we exper i ence in ourselves when we 
examine our consciences. Nonlinguistic animals, whose souls are wholly educed from 
matter, are incapable of such complete or perfect self-reflection. At most they are ca-
pable of an imperfect reflection whereby one sense power corrects or supervises and 
supplements another power subordinate to it. Any given sense power can reflect or 
“turn back” upon another, lower power; but, being intrinsically quanti fied, such a power 
cannot turn back upon itself — any more, again, than a finger, being a quantified body, 
can scratch its own tip.

This intrinsic restriction by the conditions of extended matter is why the range with-
in which vision can occur is limited, and so on with hearing and the other sense powers 
of the body. Sense powers have an upper and a lower limit beyond which their aware-
ness cannot go, however powerful they may be within that range.135 Only powers which 
participate in the human understanding exhibit (and only through that participation)  

133 Written, apparently, in 1796.
134 See the question of “How Mathematics Applies to the Physical Environment” in Aristotle, 

Chapter 7, p. 156 above.
135 Cajetan reduced this argument to a trenchant formula: intus existens prohibet extraneum et obstruet 

illud, “what is of a ma teri al nature limits and obstructs what can be grasped externally”; which amounts 
to an abstract generalization of the concrete formula found in many places and formulations in Aquinas 
himself (e.g., c.1265/6a: Quaestio disputata de anima, art. 2c [Busa 3 p. 371]): “quae est receptiva omnium 
colorum, caret omni colore”.
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a capacity to expand to the infinite, to being material and immaterial, finite and infinite. 
And the human understand ing itself, in grasping being as its object, grasps something 
which precisely transcends the mater ial world and oversteps the boundaries of the inter-
actions of material substances.

It follows, therefore, that as the human understanding or mind is capable of an 
activity which transcends the limits of matter, the root principle of that activity, the ra-
tional soul, must be cap a ble of surviving the des truction of the body. Ab esse ad posse valet 
illatio: “from what is actual to what is possible is a valid infer ence”. Action follows from 
being, so what acts indepen dent ly of matter must exist independently of matter. Thus 
Aquinas concluded to the natural immortality of the human soul: the activity of under-
standing shows in its exercise a transcen dence of the limitations inherent in quantified, 
that is, material, substances; therefore it has an existence which is not restricted to its 
bodily condition. The intellectual soul, the human soul, depends on sense for the object 
but not for the exercise of understanding. But what acts independently of the bodily or-
gans can exist independently of those organs. Hence the death of the body, uniquely in 
the human case, is not the end of the soul, not the disappearance of the individual back 
into the generalized potency of matter.136

For the strict Aris to telians the conclusion posed a problem. For matter and form, 
potency and act, are strict ly correlative. Hence the human soul, as the form of a body, 
must be reducible to the potency of the matter it actuates, exactly as is the soul of the 
nonlinguistic or “brute” animals. So much later would argue Pietro Pom ponazzi (1462–
1525), first at Padua (1495–1509), then at Bologna (1512 till his death). He embodied 
his reas oning in the book he pub lished in 1516, De Immortalitate Animae, “On the Im-
mortality of the Soul”, where Aqui nas is cited as the “decos latinorum”, “the splendor of 
the Latins”.137 Pomponazzi’s contem porary, the celebrated Cajetan (1469–1534), after 

136 The argument was not available to Aquinas, but it is the one from the late 20th century that best 
expresses the point of the arguments that were available to him. Human language has no bodily organ. 
If you ask, “What language were you born speaking?”, meaning “language” in the vulgar sense of the 
species-specifically human modality of language exapted to create linguistic com mun i cation, not only is 
the answer “None”, but the underlying adaptation, “language” in the species-specifically human sense 
of a modeling system that is not directly and completely tied to biological constitution (see Deely 2001: 
Chap. 1; Sebeok 1984, 1988; Deely 2007a), does not even depend on vocal cords or voice. In México 
we had a friend deaf and dumb from birth, Francisco el Mudo, he was known as, with whom we carried 
on elaborate communication of the most distinctive and irreducibly linguistic sort without a word being 
spoken in any sense reducible to what dictionaries contain. Of course one needs a brain to see, but that 
does not make of the brain an eye. Similarly, in everyday life one needs a brain to understand, but that 
does not make of the brain the understanding. Thomas’s point is subtle, and the absence of any intrinsic 
genetic determination in the formation of one natural language (Latin vs. Greek, English vs. Spanish, 
etc.) over against the others (the many external determinants are beside the point) makes of natural 
language as understood semiotically the best “empirical” referent for the type of argument for individual 
human immortality that Aquinas is trying to make. But, of course, the force of the argument depends 
also on his doctrine of substance and of essence as specifying the natural abilities and powers proper 
to a being as natural constitutives of “what it is”, as well as on his doctrine of esse as communicating to 
the formal powers the whole of their reality as exercising a reciprocal causality with esse (making it the 
esse of a human being, say, rather than the esse of a gopher or slug, etc.). Outside of this framework of 
distinctions, the point of the argument for the immateriality of the intellect as manifesting an exercise 
of existence which goes beyond the capacity of the bodily organic structures to fully account for can 
hardly be felt. For the point of the argument is not an isolated point, but a culminating one sustained by 
the whole framework of his anthropology, natural philosophy, and metaphysics of esse together.

137 Pomponazzi 1516: cap. 4, opening par.: “latinorum decus Diuus Thomas Aquinas” (“the splendor 
or glory of the Latins, the Divine Thomas Aquinas”, or “St Thomas Aquinas”, although “Divus” is 
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an earlier sermon of unmatched arrogance138 in which he proclaimed against the blind-
ness and folly of Pomponazzi, later139 humbly recanted his views and professed immor-
tality to be knowable only by the light of faith.

Well, the question of immortality is a perennially interesting one, in which each 
of us has an eventual stake. The trouble with this debate, from a pragmaticistic point 
of view, is that there is after all only one way to subject it to the test of experience, and 
once having done that, the ex per  imenter proves incapable of writing up a report. “Near 
death” exper i ences will hardly do. Close but no cigar. It is real death that is required.

Short of that, it can certainly be said that, whatever may be the case with the indi-
vidual soul, strict Aris to tel ians, among whom Cajetan on this question came to include 
himself, have un doubt edly failed on this score to understand the doctrine of esse central 
to Aquinas in his dis tinction from (indeed, his trans cen dence of) Aris totle.140 For esse, the 
act of being, comes to the supposit, the individual as a complete whole or unit of being. 
And the soul of that supposit, even be it also the form of a body, if it be a soul capable 
of an activity transcend ing the limi tations of prime matter, would assuredly be capable 
of existing apart from the body it informs. For Aquinas the human being is a substance, 
indeed, and the human soul is the form of a body, indeed; but the rational soul is not 
only the form of a body, it is also the subject of an act of existence proper to itself which 
it communicates to the body as long as the dispositions of the body permit. After that, 
the soul continues on to its destiny.

As able to exist apart from the material structures and organs of the body, the soul is 
said to be “immort al”; but as the form for a body the soul so existing is incomplete in its 
substantial nature. In its own right, there  fore, the human soul existing as such is a very 
peculiar “substance”, indeed. It is an incomplete substance, whole only when and as in-
forming a body, but existent even when deprived of doing so, namely, from death on.141

And because it has a spiritual nature, it retains always a core of independence which 
trans cends and eludes every external force, every probe from without of its innermost 
tendencies and secrets at the per son al core of this intelligent being we call “human” as 
a moral creature. At this spiritual and intellectual center, from which the being properly 
called human emanates, reside what Aquinas called “the secrets of the heart” (“occulta 
cordium”), the innermost intentions which constitute the moral life of the individual 
mortal which can be known as they are to God alone, and which no force external to 
the soul itself can finally determine. These secrets of the heart are the ultimate fruit of 
human liberty, the womb of individual destiny, hidden behind the eyes and face and 
manner, at which others may guess but God alone can know as judge.142

a bit stronger than “Sanctus”); cf. p. 286 of the 1948 Hay/Randall English translation as reprinted 
in Cassirer, Kristeller, and Randall, Eds. Such an accolade — “Splendor of the Latins” — used in 
appreciation of Aquinas in the Renaissance would have been in the line of the Latin practice of calling 
Aristotle “the Philosopher”, Maimonides “the Rabbi”, and Averroes “the Commentator”.

138 Delivered before Pope Julius II on the First Sunday of Advent, 1503.
139 See the remarks in note 197 of this Chapter, p. 238 below.
140 Cajetan on immortality is extensively studied in Schmitz 1953, and on the general doctrine of 

esse in Reilly 1971.
141 Thus Aquinas saw in the philosophical doctrine of the natural immortality of the soul a kind 

of preamble to or adum bra tion of the orthodox Christian theological teaching about the eventual 
resurrection of the body and its reunification with the soul in a glorified form at the “parousia”, the end 
of time.

142 See, for example, the De Veritate (c.1256–1259) Q. 8. art. 13.
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The human soul is thus not the form of an angel. It is not a separated substance, but 
a sepa ra ble sub stance, and an incomplete one at that. Aquinas’s thought on this matter 
was surrounded by a considerable net work of orthodox belief: the belief that the soul has 
no pre-existence but is directly created by God at the appropriate moment as form of its 
body and, at one and the same time, as so participating esse as to continue in existence 
when the body has corrupted;143 the belief in the Second Coming, at which time there 
will be “a new heavens and a new earth”, with the souls of the dead restored to bodies 
in glorified form — no longer subject, that is, to the corruptions and wants of flesh as 
we know it.

On many of these tenets of religious belief philosophy is and must be silent (the bad 
example of Neo plat onism notwithstanding). But there is no gainsaying what becomes 
intellectu ally possible as intelligible in the light of Aquinas’s interpretation of Aristotle’s 
philosophy of nature, based on his own metaphysics of esse.

The “Preambles to Faith”
Making intelligible in the context of philosophy propositions of religious belief or 

faith was a main objective of theology as a rational undertaking. This objective later 
became explicit in the project of estab lish ing what came to be called the Praeambuli 
Fidem, the “preambles to belief”. These were the ration al i za tions of experience and the 
world which would make of Christian belief a congenial, transcendent extension of what 
reason is able to know and to prove on its own grounds:144

So therefore in the development of theological doctrine we can make use of philosophy 
in three ways. First, for the purpose of demonstrating matters which are conducive to 
faith [“Praeambuli Fidem”], which one believing ought to have knowledge of, such as 
the truths about God provable by natural reason — that God exists, that God is one — 
and other truths of this kind, whether about God or about creatures, which are proved 
in philosophy, and which faith presupposes. Second, for calling attention to natural phe-
nomena which suggest or bear some resemblance to truths which are held on faith, the 
way Augustine in his book on the Trinity draws many parallels from teachings of phi-
losophy to illustrate the Trinity. Third,145 for resisting assertions advanced contrary to 
faith either by showing them to be false or by showing them to be gratuitous.

143 The interested reader should study without fail the c.1265/76a. work of Aquinas Quaestio 
disputata de anima, “Disputed Question On the Human Soul”, in its totality, though I may note that 
article 2 (Busa 3 p. 370) directly addresses the question of the act of being or existence (esse) proper to 
the soul and why the human understanding as a distinctive or “species-specific” cognitive power may 
presuppose but cannot itself act through any bodily organ as such; and that article 14 in particular 
addresses directly the question of “the immortality of the human soul, and whether it is immortal” 
(Busa 3 p. 386), as article 15 addresses the question “whether the human soul separated from the body 
is capable of understanding” (Busa 3 p. 387).

144 Aquinas c.1257/8: Super Boethius De Trinitate, Q. 2. art. 3c (Busa 4 p. 525): “Sic ergo in sacra 
doctrina philosophia pos sum us tripliciter uti. primo ad demonstrandum ea quae sunt Praeambuli 
Fidem, quae necesse est in fide scire, ut ea quae naturalibus ra ti o nibus de deo probantur, ut deum 
esse, deum esse unum et alia huiusmodi vel de deo vel de creaturis in philosophia probata, quae fides 
supponit. secundo ad notificandum per aliquas similitudines ea quae sunt Fidem, sicut augustinus in 
libro de trinitate utitur multis similitudinibus ex doctrinis philosophicis sumptis ad manifestandum 
trinitatem. tertio ad resistendum his quae contra fidem dicuntur sive ostendendo ea esse falsa sive 
ostendendo ea non esse necessaria.”

145 It is on this ground, particularly by showing that their denial of God’s existence is gratuitous, 
that Aquinas would engage in debate with the “new atheism” of early 21st century thinkers: see p. 181 
above, note 31.



220 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

For Aquinas was a firm adherent of the view that truth can be only one — that is, 
consonant with experience and finally consistent within itself throughout. There cannot 
be something true in revelation which truly contradicts what we know to be true in ex-
perience. The task of theology is to deal with the details of the unity of truth as revealed 
directly by God in the world of culture through the Church and Scriptures, on the one 
hand, and as revealed by God indirectly in the world of nature through exper i ence and 
reason, on the other hand.

Philosophy, as distinct from theology, is concerned only with truth as it can be dis-
cerned through human experience. But it is impossible in the nature of the case, Aqui-
nas thought, that if philosophy proceeds care fully, thoroughly, and well, it will come 
up with conclusions incom patible with what we know from the Christian revelation 
rightly read. This was a point on which Aquinas was passion ate. When Siger of Brabant 
(c.1240–1281/84?), in the 1269–1270 scholastic year, composed his “Questions on the 
3rd book of Aristotle’s Treatise on the soul” (Quaestiones in Tertium de Anima) defending as 
correct an interpretation of Averroes’ interpretation of Aristotle that was incompatible 
with Christian belief,146 Aquinas in rebuttal was relentless, ending thus:147

Behold our refutation of these errors. The position is not based on documents of faith 
but on the reasons and statements of the philosophers themselves. If, then, there be any-
one who, boastfully taking pride in his supposed wisdom, wishes to challenge what we 
have written, let him not do it in some corner, nor before children who are powerless to 
decide on such difficult matters. Let him reply openly if he dare. He shall find me here 
confronting him, and not only my self, but many others whose study is in truth. We shall 
do battle with his errors, and bring a cure to his ignorance.

The “Christian philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas” of which Gilson and his many fol-
lowers like to speak was in fact his theology, sacra doctrina, not the doctrina simply of phi-
losophy, cenoscopic science. Reasoning guided by the light of the revelation of a specific 
believing community is precisely what Aquinas considered theology to be. That is why 
Maritain, at the end of his life, after many and eloquent attempts over years to defend 
the notion, ended as we saw148 by abandoning the expression “Christian philosophy”, 
and rightly so, as, after all, an inapt designation.

Free Will and Freedom of Choice
A “preamble”, not to religious belief, but to the possibility and intelligibility of mo-

rality, was in Aquinas’ mind the philosophical doctrine of the freedom of the will, the 

146 Sometimes Siger is charged with the theory of “two truths”, that is to say, with teaching that a 
proposition could be true in philosophy but false in theology and vice-versa, but this charge is an injustice 
to Siger. His teaching was merely that reason and philosophy lead to some conclusions which actually 
contradict what we “know” (or take) to be true by revelation, but that in those cases we should not consider 
the conclusions true. The “two truths” theory itself would be formulated by his Averroist descendants in 
the time of Pomponazzi (1462–1525). See Dodd 1998 for the most complete recent study of Siger.

147 Aquinas 1270: De unitate intellectus contra Averroistas (Busa 3 p. 583): “haec igitur sunt quae 
in destructionem praedicti er roris conscripsimus, non per documenta Fidem, sed per ipsorum 
philosophorum rationes et dicta. si quis autem gloriabundus de falsi nominis scientia, velit contra 
haec quae scripsimus aliquid dicere, non loquatur in angulis nec coram pueris qui nesciunt de tam 
arduis iudicare; sed contra hoc scriptum rescribat, si audet; et inveniet non solum me, qui aliorum sum 
minimus, sed multos alios veritatis zelatores, per quos eiud errori resistetur, vel ignorantiae consuletur.”

148 See the Section above on braking the post-Augustine notion of philosophy as “Christian”, p. 
178ff., esp. note 30 on p. 180.
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capacity in the human being within limited contexts of thought and behavior to exercise 
freedom of choice in determining aspects of the individual’s destiny in time. This doc-
trine is not of a piece with the doctrine of the natural immortality of the human soul as 
an incomplete substance in its own right (a “substance” insofar as it is able to exercise 
existence inde pen dently of the body, “incomplete” insofar as its complete exercise of 
existence is not independent of the body but precisely as form of the body), but is yet 
closely related thereto.

So-called “free will” is a form of appetite or desire, a movement which carries the 
soul out from itself toward the acquisition or possession of a recognized good. The key 
term here is “appetite”, appetitus, a technical term of philosophy in the Latin Age signi-
fying an inclination to act. Thus “appetite” is the intrinsic inclination of a being to act, 
an inclination which arises directly from and expresses its substantial nature according 
to circumstance. Appetite is, if you like, the transcendental relation of finite being to 
action. Thus “appetite” exists in all beings, cognitive or not, as the very inclination of a 
being to respond according to its nature to its circumstances. A stone held in the hand 
of a person standing on a planetary surface exists in circumstances which incline it to fall 
should the hand let go. The same stone cast into the sun will vaporize. The falling and 
the vaporization alike are expressions of the appetitus proper to the stone.

Appetite, as the simple inclination to action of any being as such, the scholastics 
(Aquinas in particular) termed natural appetite, which they distinguished from the in-
clination to action which arises within a being only as a consequence of its being aware 
of something. The inclination to act based on or arising from awareness they termed 
rather elicited appetite. The inclination to grow in a living substance is a natural appetite; 
the hunger that grows in an animal is likewise a natural appetite. But what makes the 
hunger, say, among the largest majority of late 20th century Americans (allegedly 91% of 
families in 1997, for example) take the form of a desire to eat turkey on the last Thurs-
day of November is a natural appetite channeled and specified by elicited appetite. Elic-
ited appetite is an inclination to act that is consequent upon and mediated by cognition.

Hence there will be as many elicited appetites as there are varieties of cognition. In 
this way Aquinas, following Aristotle rather closely on this point, distinguishes voluntary 
behavior, which is common to human beings and all other animals, from free acts which 
are possible only (and only occasionally) for animals capable of linguistic communica-
tion — “semiotic animals”, in short.149 In order to make this point here, let us anticipate 
in a summary form, as it bears on the question of appeti tus, the discussion of sense-
perception and species-spe cifi c al ly human apprehension we will take up in detail below 
under the rubric of “being as first known”.150

Only semiotic animals have a modeling system or “cognitive map” (an Innenwelt) 
that is not re strict ed to the sense-perceptible aspect of the phys ical surround ings.151 As 
a consequence, only linguistically communicative ani mals — semiotic animals, as I have 
said — possess and develop an elicited appetite, an incli nation to reach out to the sur-
roundings as apprehended, that is not restricted to the sense-perceptible aspects of those 
surroundings but precisely sets sense-perceptible aspects against an interpretive horizon 
of infinite semiosis, an action of signs which goes beyond the horizon of material be-
ing to see, prospectively at least and in principle, temporal actions in the light of eter-
nity and finite goods against the background of infinite desire. Maybe the linguistically 

149 See Deely 2010a; Deely, Petrilli, and Ponzio 2005.
150 See in this chapter “The Problem of Being as First Known”, p. 253ff. below.
151 See the discussion and referenced in note 136 above, p. 217.
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communicative animal becomes often enough a religious animal because of these same 
con siderations and factors; be that as it may, the elicited appetite consequent upon in-
tellectual cog ni tion is exactly what is meant, according to Aquinas, by the “freedom of 
the will”. In his own words:152 “tota ratio libertatis ex modo cognitionis dependet” (“the 
whole rationale of freedom of choice is a function of the manner of intellectual aware-
ness”).We may illustrate the central distinctions in a simple diagram.

Appetitus
(any inclination to action)

Natural:  Elicited:
consequent upon  consequent upon
being as finite; root of  being as cognized; root
actions as “determined”  of actions as “chosen”

Sensory Elicited Appetite:  Intellectual Elicited Appetite:
desires based on sense-perception  longings consequent upon intellectual
as such; emotions and feelings;  aspects of cognition as transcending
root of actions as “voluntary”  the sense-perceptible as such; free will

Diagram: “Free Will” within the Scheme of Appetites

Humans and other animals alike experience desires and inclinations consequent 
upon their aware ness of things, and actions based on such awareness are in all cases 
“voluntary actions”. But free acts, in distinction from voluntary acts, arise not only when 
an intellectual awareness results in an incli nation to do something, but when in addition 
that intellectual awareness itself is reflexively mediated so that the lack of determination 
to sensible aspects as such of desired objects actually and expressly becomes a factor in 
the realization (or frustration) of the very inclination itself.

One may become aware of the need to relieve oneself, a “call of nature” indeed and 
a natural appetite. But the “becoming aware” of this call brings into play also elicited 
appetite, and a house-brok en dog, for example, will voluntarily defer the satisfaction to 
appropriate circum stances, as will a socialized human animal. But the voluntary defer-
ment cannot be sustained indefinite ly. Eventually nature will insist on having its way; 
and if “appropriate circumstances” have not arisen by that point, a disaster, more or less 
minor, will ensue.

The same limitations apply whether the elicited appetite is sensory or intellectual: 
both voluntary and free actions may elect a path that nature through circumstance will 
eventually make into a “dead-end”. In such cases the culmination of voluntary and free 
actions alike is frustration of the elicited appetite by the limitations of the organism’s 
very nature and circumstances; and no one will bring this fact more clearly to light than 
will the Victorian “rational animal” Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) late in modern times. 
But the basic framework in which the possibility and limits of freedom of choice become 
intelligible, a “freedom” without which the very ideas of “morality” and “responsibil-
ity” become antinomic, has nowhere been outlined more clearly than in the writings of 

152 Aquinas, De Veritate (c.1256–1259), Q. 24 “De libero arbitrio”, Art. 2 “Utrum liberum arbitrium 
sit in brutis”, corpus.



 8 ❑ The Challenge of Reason 223

Aquinas. His honorific title as the “Light of the Latins” is earned by his investigations 
into many areas of philosophy and religion, but perhaps none moreso than his exposi-
tion of the very possibility and intrinsic limitations both internal and external of human 
freedom.

The Starting Point of Metaphysics
The doctrine of being in Aquinas, or rather, the doctrine of the act of being, esse, 

makes of the prob lem of metaphysics in his writings a different but hardly totally differ-
ent matter than was the case with Aris tot le’s “first philosophy”. Aristotle, in the text that 
survives under the posthumously assigned title153 of Metaphysics, spoke of “the science 
he was seeking” to determine its thematic object. Well, to that quest Aquinas was finally 
confident that he had brought a successful outcome. What Aristotle tentatively sought 
Aquinas considered himself definitely to have found.

In the later Latin Age, the competing interpreta tions of Avicenna and Averroes over 
the object of metaphysical knowledge drew the lines explicitly followed by the great -
er part of the medieval Latins:154 Averroes had taught that meta phys ics was concerned 
only with spiritual beings, the “separated intelligences” and ultimately the God who 
moved the heavens by attraction of these separated intelligences (what medieval Chris-
tians would consider rather as “angels”), where as Avicenna had taught that metaphysics 
is concerned au contraire with an object established by a more gener ic or “most common 
notion” of being under which fall both material and spir itual substances and even God 
— the view, in broad strokes, that would be passed to the moderns at the close of the 
Latin Age mainly through the 1597 work of Suárez.

In this crowd, Aquinas stood out by the fact that his own position could not be neat-
ly traced to the Avicenna-Averroes controversy, although his highest respect for these 
Arab philosophers may be seen from the positive treatment he gives in assimilating their 
ideas to his own thought in the two earliest writings we have from his pen.155 Nowhere 
does Aquinas take his stand in terms of that controver sy as such. He does not allow the 
terms of the question to be posed for him, but follows the lead of Aristotle in requiring 
strictly that the terms of the investigation be taken from the requirements of the subject 
matter, i.e., the thematic object of inquiry. His position finally is certainly closer to that of 
Avicenna; but for Thomas, God does not fall under the concept of “common being”, ens 
commune, which metaphysics develops, but outside it as principle and cause — exactly as 
he tells in the text which Aertsen156 chooses to conclude his excellent article on method 
and metaphysics in Aquinas:157 “It pertains to one and the same science to investigate the 

153 See the Section “‘Metaphysics’ by Any Other Name ...” in Chapter 7 above, p. 160ff.
154 A classic study in this area is that of Zimmermann 1966.
155 In a non-polemical, expository manner, Aquinas set forth his own understanding, in the first 

treatise, the c.1251 De prin cip i is naturae, of main ideas from Averroes (the treatise covers the three 
principles of change [matter, form, and privation] and the four causes of change [material formal, 
efficient, and final] and the different way in which each of the causes and principles is to be understood 
by analogy); and in the second treatise, the c.1252/6 De Ente et Essentia, of main ideas from Avicenna 
(concerning the understanding of essence, in itself, in its relation to ens reale, and in its relation to the 
logical intentions of genus, species, diff er ence, property, and accident). Certainly both composed prior 
to 1256, Torrell (1996: 349) favors the relative priority assigned here.

156 Aertsen 1989: 418.
157 “eiusdem autem scientiae est considerare causas proprias alicuius generis et genus ipsum:” 

Aquinas c.1268/72: In duodecim libros metaphysicorum Aristotelis expositio, “Proemium” (in Busa ed. vol. 
4, p. 390).
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proper causes of a (subject-) genus and the subject itself”. His position is more complex 
than that of his influential predecessors, therefore, Greek and Arabic alike, more origi-
nal than a position that can be mainly traced to such classic sources of Latin philosophi-
cal thought; and indeed is bound up with the distinctively medieval development of the 
doctrine of the transcendentals as common properties “convertible” with being because 
permeating “being as first known”, as we have already had occasion to note.

As a result, the attempt to specify exactly what is the object of specifically met-
aphysical thinking has occupied a good deal of Thomistic scholarship in the late modern 
period. The basic issue by the end of mod ern times had come to be framed in terms of a 
question as to whether the concept of “being as such” (ens in quan tum ens or ens commune) 
is arrived at by a process of abstraction? a traditional teaching at least as old as Cajetan 
and as recent as Maritain;158 or is the object of metaphysics arrived at rather by a singular 
judg ment, the so-called negative judgment of separation, which is the source of the notion 
of “being as such”?

The “Three Degrees of Abstraction” Doctrine
According to the doctrine of the “three degrees of abstraction”, the first degree oc-

curs when the mind forms the concept which presents to it the intelligible object of mo-
bile being by unifying the objects of ex perience under the formal rationale of being able 
neither to be nor to be thought apart from matter, and pro ceeds to draw out the prop-
erties and consequences of what has thus been conceived. This object can be further 
specified according as one concentrates on the sensible manifestations or instantiations 
of what falls under this concept to develop the properly empirical sciences or sciences 
of observation,159 or on the intelligible content proper to this concept, which yields the 
traditional physics of an Aristotelian type.

In the second degree of abstraction, the mind focuses on the quantified or extended 
aspect of sensible objects and unifies this aspect under a concept which presents the 
object of intelligible quantity, which as such cannot exist apart from matter but can be so 
thought, and out of which thinking develops the various math ematical sci ences, begin-
ning with arithmetic (quantity as divided into numerable sections or “parts”) and geom-
etry (quantity as continuous, yielding figures and shapes etc.).

Finally, in a third degree of abstraction, the mind prescisses160 within experience those 
aspects of objects which both can be and be thought apart from matter, unifies these 

158 Maritain 1959.
159 There are many important and fascinating details in the notion of the basic sub-specific 

distinction possible within the first degree of abstraction which I pass over, referring the interested 
student to the brilliant treatment in Maritain, Simon, and a few others. However, I do think that their 
recourse to “common sense” to distinguish philosophy from science in the modern sense led to some 
considerable exaggeration in the way that Maritain, for example (1959), distinguished “empiriometric” 
and “empirioschematic” knowledge from philosophical understanding. I think now that the cenoscopic/
ideoscopic distinction is much more direct and sound in the continuity it envisages in ideoscopy as an 
inevitable maturation within an ineliminable cenoscopic framework. See Ashley 2006, reviewed in 
Deely 2009c; and Deely 2008 on the cenoscopic/ideoscopic distinction as bearing on the break of early 
modern philosophy with Scholasticism.

160 Readers of earlier works in manuscript flagged this word as a typographically incorrect form of 
“precise”. To preclude such misunderstanding I append this terminological note as clarification. My 
usage here is influenced by the remark of Peirce 1905a: CP 5.449: “If we desire to rescue the good ship 
Philosophy for the service of Science from the hands of lawless rovers of the sea of literature, we shall 
do well to keep prescind, presciss, prescission, and prescissive on the one hand, to refer to dissection 
in hypothesis, while precide, precise, precision, and precisive are used so as to refer exclusively to 
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consider a tions in a concept of being as such (“being as such need not be material”), and 
proceeds with the exploration of the content and conse quence of such a concept.

The first thing to be noted about this terminology has been well said by Armand 
Maurer,161 namely, that the key term, “abstraction”, is not to be understood here in a 
linear way, as if mathematical abstraction lays hold of a subject simply more abstract 
and general than that of natural philosophy, and metaphysical abstraction of one simply 
more abstract and general than mathematics.

The key to understanding the threefold “degrees”, in fact, lies precisely in the man-
ner in which the object attained in each relates to existence: in the first degree, the ob-
jects analyzed retain throughout the denotation of capacity for existence in the material 
order of being as ens reale; in the second degree, the objects analyzed denote formally a 
purely mind-dependent objective existence restricted to the order of ens rationis; where-
as, in the third degree, it is a question of objects denoting again the order of ens reale but 
now in its full amplitude of physical being which can be spiritual as well as material162 
— ens reale, that is, thought in the full amplitude of its possibilities and extending to the 
first principles and causes of finite being as existentially dependent upon a purely actual 
or “existential” source.

The “Negative Judgment of Separation”
According to the doctrine of the “negative judgment of separation”, the way that 

Aquinas in fact arrived at his concept of “being as such” was by realizing the conse-
quence of the proof of the unmoved mover in physics and of the immortality of the soul 
in psychology, the consequence, namely, that not all being is of this kind,163 to wit, subject 
to the conditions of matter and spatial motion. By this “negative judgment”, the notion 
of “being” is “separated” from necessary embodiment in material conditions, and the 
two notions of being, material being and immaterial being, are by this act “united” in a 
single, new concept of “being as such”, i.e., being as able to be realized in material and 
spiritual substances alike, both subjectively, suprasubjectively, and intersubjectively.164

This manner of doctrinal expression has an interesting history. In the classical Lat-
in phase of the development of Thomistic thought, as just mentioned, the manner of 
speaking of Cajetan established itself. In the Neothomistic modern phase of “revival” 

an expression of determination which is made either full or free for the interpreter [in removing 
vagueness from the use of an expression]. We shall thus do much to relieve the stem ‘abstract’ from 
staggering under the double burden of conveying the idea of prescission as well as the unrelated and 
very important idea of the creation of ens rationis ... but which gives mathematics half its power.”

161 Maurer 1958: xxi–xxiii.
162 For the Latins, “material being” and “physical being” were not synonyms, but the former a 

specific the latter a generic usage: see the Section on this point in Chapter 9 below, p. 319.
163 “Non enim omne ens est huiusmodi”, is the actual expression of Thomas in his Commentary on 

the Metaphysics of Aristotle.
164 This doctrine, as developed especially in the writing of the Italian cleric Deandrea (1957), was 

taken up and further de vel op ed by a group of Dominican scholars affiliated with the Aquinas Institute 
School of Philosophy in the 1950s and 1960s, particularly in a doctoral dissertation by Anthony Schillaci 
(1961). By reason of various cumulatively incredible circumstances, this dissertation, though passed, 
was never properly finished nor published in any form. It is not so easy any more to get away with 
founding a school of thought on unpublished research materials, so I myself undertook to present a 
summary version of the Schillaci thesis, which in fact Schillaci himself used in class and recommended 
for publication (Deely 1967). But my version of the presentation in that publication, like Deandrea’s 
notes, is only marginally historical.
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of a development of Thomistic thought, but now in the dominant national languag-
es and so outside of Latin (but, of course, drawing on Latin sources and applying all 
the tools of modern scholarship to the illumination and evaluation of those sources), 
two scholars, Louis-Bertrand Geiger and J. D. Robert, independently and more or less 
simultaneously,165 attached a special significance to the terminology of the final version 
of the opening of Aquinas’s “reply” to Question 5, Article 3, of his commentary on the 
De Trinitate of Boethius.

The surviving manuscripts of this particular work from Aquinas’s hand had been 
edited at least since 1880, with the various redactions of the just-mentioned opening 
preserved, in the work of Uccelli.166 Now, however, in 1947, the argument was made 
that since Aquinas had gone through several versions before settling upon his opening 
statement, a special significance ought to be attached to the terminology Aquinas finally 
settled upon, since it was obviously achieved only after considerable effort at prescission; 
and this terminology Aquinas finally settled upon spoke of attaining the object of meta-
physics not through an “abstraction” but through a “judgment of separation”. Since, in 
the original Latin noetic, abstraction begins in the so-called “simple awareness” of the 
mind’s first act, whereas judgment occurs rather as a second act of the mind bearing on 
actual existence, it seemed reasonable and perhaps more than reasonable to think that 
what had happened through these several redactions was that Aquinas “was progres-
sively realizing”, as Maurer later put it,167 “the eminently existential character of the 
subject of metaphysics”. These authors seemed to forget or not to have understood the 
importance of the fact that the question of the manner in which the objects distinguish-
ing the speculative sciences relate to existence is already a firm and constitutive part of 
the doctrine of degrees of abstraction.

Since this all came at the very time when the mania for making Thomism “existen-
tial” was reaching a crescendo, the newly emphasized comparison of the aborted begin-
nings of Q. 5. Art. 3. with the one Aquinas finally settled upon “led some to see a radical 
shift in Thomas’s thinking, one fraught with significance for the way we understand the 
speculative sciences, particularly metaphysics.”168 But in the way of this interpretation 
lies the plain fact that the terminology of the opening of Q. 5. Art. 3. of his commentary 
on Boethius’s De Trinitate, for all his care in arriving at it, does not appear to have had in 
St. Thomas’s own mind the transcen dent importance over the circumstances of the dif-
ficulties within the commentary itself that the existential neothomists tried to assign to it; 
otherwise we must attribute to inattentiveness or carelessness, two traits that have never 

165 See Geiger 1947, and Robert 1947.
166 Besides Uccelli 1880, a more recent discussion of Thomas’s autograph and the alternative 

attempts at opening can be found in Decker 1965.
167 Maurer 1958: xxiv.
168 McInerny 1990: 136. See also the whole of Ch. 5 in McInerny’s book, p. 148ff. The most 

exaggerated of all the “exis ten tial ist” views within neothomism traces its lineage to the work of Owens 
(1963, 1968), with the claim that a prescissive focus on esse even among sensible existents already 
suffices to ground metaphysics (Knasas 1990). Authors in this line fail to notice that their arguments 
work only insofar as their focus leads to the postulation of an immaterial source for the esse of material 
beings, which is to beg the question of the validity of metaphysical knowledge as both Aristotle and 
Aquinas posed it: until we know that — in the robust sense of having achieved demonstration quia of 
the point — there is more to reality than the existence of material substances and what depends upon 
that existence we have no basis for a philosophical doctrine of being that goes beyond physics. From this 
point of view, an “immaterial source of esse” is no different that a “source of motion itself unmoved”: 
“metaphysical knowledge” is not what leads to the conclusion, but rather what follows from it.
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been ascribed to the later work of Aquinas, the fact that, in writings subsequent to this 
commentary, Aquinas does not strictly maintain the terminology of “separation” there in-
troduced, while he does speak in other ways that remain consistent with that terminology.

The Compatibility of the Two Doctrines
Which of these approaches is the “correct” one for arriving at the notion of being as 

such? In fact, it is hardly necessary to choose between them. Schillaci, as a proponent of 
the negative judgment, made a good case for the view that, as a matter of historical fact, 
Thomas Aquinas did arrive at his notion of ens inquantum ens on the basis of the twin 
proofs of the Unmoved Mover in physics and the radically spiritual nature of the intel-
lectual soul in “rational psychology” (as the neothomists termed their cenoscopic psy-
chology derived from Aristotle’s De Anima). But supposing this as a matter of historical 
fact, it would yet be a mistake to conclude from this that the concept of “being as such” 
(ens inquantum ens) must, or can only, be reached in this way. For indeed it would follow 
from Aquinas’ doctrine of the self-reflexivity of the soul that the experiential materials 
necessary for performing an “abstraction” such as Maritain describes, or for formu lating 
the same judgment expressed by Aquinas in his Commentary on the Metaphysics of Aristo-
tle, could be garnered quite independently of the supposedly necessary “proofs”, either 
or both, of a bygone era, simply through a reflective stance.169

In fact, Schillaci, following the lead of Deandrea,170 was able to show that the point 
of the language of separation found in the commentary on the De Trinitate of Boethius 
can indeed be verified over the range of Aquinas’s writings; but this in no way contra-
dicts or invalidates the language developed also from the range of Aquinas’s writings to 
speak of the three speculative sciences in terms of varying types of abstraction. Between 
the threefold distinction of the commentary on the De Trinitate of Boethius, together 
with other uses of a resonant terminology scattered throughout Aquinas’s writing, on 
the one hand, and the three degrees of abstraction formulated by Cajetan and Poinsot 
in the Latin Age, on the other hand, there is, as Maritain put it,171 “a terminological dif-
ference with not a glimmer of difference in doctrine”.

The Question of Analogy
Closely related to the just-discussed problem of the object of knowledge with which 

meta phys ics begins is the doctrine of analogy. This doctrine undertakes to explain the prop-
er nature of the unity of the concept by which “being as such” is pre sented objectively. 
When “being is said in many ways”, what is expressed through the saying when it is true 
and not rather “mindless chatter”? Curiously, though the term “analogy” runs all through 
Aquinas’s writings when this or some kindred question comes up, he himself never pulled 
his various contexts of usage together into a unified treatise. Aquinas left the materials 
for a doctrine of analogy, but he did not explicitly formulate it as anything like a separate 

169 Indeed, this surely seems to be demonstrated in Maréchal’s Le Point de Départ de la Metaphysique 
(1922), in the work of Bernard Lonergan (1965), and in so-called “trans cendental Thomism” of the 
20th century generally. Norris Clarke (1992) has even derived the materials from the “experience 
of community”, which would also follow as possible from Aquinas’s doctrine on the human soul as 
radically spiritual as root source (via the faculty of intellect exercised) of intellectual communication. A 
highly accessible presentation of the reflective standpoint as A Path into Metaphysics has been recently 
published by Robert Wood (1990).

170 Schillaci 1961: see the remarks in note 164 above.
171 “Il y a une différence de vocabulaire, il n’y a aucune différence de doctrine”: Maritain 1947: 39, 

penultimate paragraph of note 14. See also Leroy 1949.
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treatise. (It is exactly the situation Poinsot will eventually face in undertaking to formu-
late thematically the standpoint and substance of the doctrine of signs,172 as we will see).

Moreover, the question of analogy is not merely a technical problem. We confront 
here an essential char ac teristic of natural language, a universal semiotic phenomenon, 
namely, the fact that human discourse is rife with only imperfectly controllable relations 
among different uses of words.173 The same phe nom enon is ex hibited in the so-called 
“trans cendental” concepts mentioned above, linguistic ex pres sions conveying a con tent 
that cannot be stipulatively restricted to any one category of exis tence. But if we con-
fine ourselves to the writings accomplished by Aquinas himself, his main interest in the 
doctrine of analogy is in the context of the divine names, where the philosophy of being 
reaches its outermost limit, the outermost limit of human understanding.

Analogy in the Texts of St. Thomas Aquinas: A Function of Naming
So it is not surprising that the discussion of analogy in Aquinas finds its roots in the 

observation by Aristotle in the 4th and 7th books of his “first philosophy” that “being is 
said in many ways”;174 for the philosophy of Aquinas, as we have seen, is before all else a 
philosophy of being, and of being understood in terms of the ultimate actuality of all the 
forms of being which is itself accordingly capable of no further participation, namely, 
the act itself of being, existence, extrinsically derived in finite perfections imitative as-
pectually of the infinite perfection of God as Ipsum Esse Subsistens.

As grace presupposes nature, so for Aquinas theology presupposes the intelligibil-
ity of being and the intellectual tools whereby that intelligibility is rendered actual and 
brought to expression in human discourse, both the “inward discourse” and its “outward 
expression” (the exaptation of language to communicate, as we have said) in the forma-
tion out of linguistic communication of a cultural community, upon which all else in 
religion, as in civilization generally, depends, in the main. In other words, for Aquinas, 
theology is unthinkable apart from philosophy of being, but the philosophy of being 
cannot be thought only in terms of theology without betraying its proper nature as hu-
man understanding. “Ecumenism”, for Aquinas, is rooted first in the commonality of 
human understanding, and only through that in faith, just as grace does not supplant but 
perfects human nature. Philosophy is prior to theology, if not in ultimate importance as 
wisdom, yet as that without which theology degenerates into ideology and fideism and 
religion becomes in spite of itself a degenerate Lebenswelt indistinguishable in function, 
for all its difference in content, from the closed Umwelt of the nonlinguistic animals.175

The Linguistic Shift from Greek to Latin in the Term “Analogy”
Now this brings us to a very interesting matter, and that is the lack of terminological 

isomorphism between the language of ancient Greek philosophy and the language of 
medieval Latin philosophy in the matter of what mainly interests Aquinas under what he 

172 Cf. Deely 2004c for details.
173 No one in the 20th century will make this point more forcefully than Ferdinand de Saussure in 

his posthumously published 1916 work (See Broden 2009, Deely 2010) that lit the flame of semiology 
in the 20th-century twilight of modern philosophy, the major prelude in popular culture to the semiotic 
awakening shepherded by Sebeok by 20th-century’s end: see Cobley, Deely, Kull, and Petrilli, eds. 2010 
re the transitional shaping.

174 See the listing of citations in Chapter 7 above, p. 138 note 4.
175 We see just this, indeed, in the singular late 20th century phenomenon and interpretation of 

“jihad” as the most distinctive exercise of religious violence in human history so far recorded.
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calls analogia or analogice dictum, “analogy” or “spoken analogically”, which is the matter 
of the fact that “being is said in many ways”.

For Aristotle does not at all speak of analogia in this context, but rather of 
pleonacw`~ legesai. This last is the Greek expression that the Latins render multi-
pliciter dicitur, “said in many ways”, for which St. Thomas offers as a synonym analogice 
dicitur, “said analogically”.

The notion that transliterates from Aristotle’s Greek as “analogia”, by contrast, is 
nothing more than the proportion of relations in mathematics. The analogy that Aqui-
nas is interested in, however, is not that of a science restricted to the order of ens rationis, 
purely objective being in matters of quantitative analysis; he is interested in a sense of 
“analogy” that applies directly to the knowledge of ens reale, “physical being objectified”.

In other words, the “many ways” in which being can be spoken, to which Aristotle 
never applied the Greek transliterate counterpart of the Latin “analogia”, is precisely 
what Aquinas begins by extending the notion of analagia to; and he does so precisely 
to draw “God talk” within the purview of his doctrine of being:176

A proportion can be spoken of in two ways. In one way, a proportion is a definite rela-
tion of one quantity to another; and in this way of speaking double, triple, and equal are 
different types of proportion. In another way, any relation of one thing to another can 
be called a proportion, and in this way of speaking there can be a proportion of creatures 
to God, insofar as they are related to him as effect to cause, and as potency to act; and in 
this way of speaking a created intellect can be proportionate to knowing God.

So the ancient Greek doctrine of analagia is not what becomes the Latin doctrina 
of analogy; for in the Greek analagia concerns mathematical relations, whereas in the 
Latin analogia is applied to cover any relations whatever among objects, and discourse 
about physical relations of effect to cause in particular. This becomes the heart of Aqui-
nas’s doctrine of the knowledge of God that is possible within the orbit of philosophy, 
or, what comes to the same thing, possible for human understanding as such:177

The knowledge natural to us takes its origin from sense, whence our natural knowledge 
can extend only so far as it can be led by sensible things. But from sensible things our un-
derstanding cannot reach so far as to attain to a seeing of the divine essence, because sen-
sible creatures are effects of god that do not adequate the divine causal power. Whence 
from the knowledge of sensible things the whole power of God cannot be known, nor 

176 Aquinas c.1266: Summa I.12.1. ad 4: “proportio dicitur dupliciter. uno modo, certa habitudo 
unius quantitatis ad alteram; secundum quod duplum, triplum et aequale sunt species proportionis. alio 
modo, quaelibet habitudo unius ad alterum proportio dicitur, et sic potest esse proportio creaturae ad 
deum, inquantum se habet ad ipsum ut effectus ad causam, et ut potentia ad actum, et secundum hoc, 
intellectus creatus proportionatus esse potest ad cognoscendum deum.”

177 Aquinas c.1266: Summa I.12.12.c: “naturalis nostra cognitio a sensu principium sumit, unde 
tantum se nostra naturalis cognitio extendere potest, inquantum manuduci potest per sensibilia. ex 
sensibilibus autem non potest usque ad hoc intellectus noster pertingere, quod divinam essentiam 
videat, quia creaturae sensibiles sunt effectus dei virtutem causae non adaequantes. unde ex sensibilium 
cognitione non potest tota dei virtus cognosci, et per consequens nec eius essentia videri. sed quia 
sunt eius effectus a causa dependentes, ex eis in hoc perduci possumus, ut cognoscamus de deo an est; 
et ut cognoscamus de ipso ea quae necesse est ei convenire secundum quod est prima omnium causa, 
excedens omnia sua causata. unde cognoscimus de ipso habitudinem ipsius ad creaturas, quod scilicet 
omnium est causa. et differentiam creaturarum ab ipso, quod scilicet ipse non est aliquid eorum quae 
ab eo causantur; et quod haec non removentur ab eo propter eius defectum, sed quia superexcedit.”
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consequently can his essence be seen. But because sensible things are his effect depend-
ing upon a cause, we can be led from them to know that God is; and to a knowledge of 
those things about him which are necessary for him to be the first cause of all beings 
exceeding all of his caused things. Whence we know of him his relation to creatures, to 
wit, that he is the cause of all of them. And we know the difference of creatures from 
him, to wit, that he is not anything of those things which are caused by him; and that 
the creatures caused by him are not separated from him because of his deficiency, but 
because the transcendent unity of his perfections so far surpasses the multiplication of 
perfections in finite beings.

So our “names of God”, say, “good”, gain their primary meaning from experience 
of sensible beings; and when we apply them to God they retain this primary mean-
ing through which now we discourse not about a sensible but a suprasensible being 
concerning which we understand that he is himself good and the cause of the good we 
experience, while being good — capable of excellence in operation — in a way that is 
in the line of but beyond the reach of any excellence of operation that we can directly 
experience.

So we see that in St. Thomas the doctrine of analogy is entirely a noetic doctrine, 
not one that falls on the categorial side of the order of ens reale.    That is to say, it is a 
doctrine about our knowledge of things and use of language to express that knowledge 
to ourselves and to others; it is not as such a doctrine about the things that are indepen-
dently of our knowledge, a doctrine of being in the sense of ens reale restrictively. We 
name things as we know things and in no other way. When the knowledge is confused, 
the naming is confused. But when the knowledge is based on one thing, good experi-
enced, let us say, or being experienced, or again truth experienced, and so on, and the 
name is applied to another thing that we do not experience yet know that it is existing, 
and existing as good, being, true, etc., then what is signified is signified as being true of 
creatures and true of the cause of creatures, the creator; but the mode of the signifying 
is inseparable from the mode in which the perfection signified is directly experienced, 
that is to say, as diversified in creatures which are more unlike God than like him yet still 
partial or limited reflections or icons of their ultimate existential source. What is signified is 
the same in creator and in creature, but it is signified adequately in application to the 
creature and inadequately in application to the creator. So what is signified is partly the 
same in the two cases and partly different, but the difference is what makes the application 
to the creator an analogous use of whatever the term be — existence, being, one, true, 
good, etc. Nor can the difference be removed, because to remove it we would have to 
change the conditions under which we know.

The creature is known first, not as creature but simply as “something”, some be-
ing. In the creature are experienced directly perfections and imperfections. Thus the 
notion of perfection itself comes from experience, and is multiplied (or differentiated) 
also by experience. Those experiences in which perfection and diversity of perfections 
are learned directly remains the primary reference point for the concept of perfection 
and perfections. When these concepts are applied to what is known to exist in the truth 
of a proposition (namely, that there is a being whose very essence is to exist, and that as 
cause of the existence of all beings whose essence is distinct from their existence, since 
existence is what gives final actuality to all formal perfections in that which exists, this 
ipsum esse subsistens is therefore perfect in uniting in itself all that is perfect in creatures 
in divided ways), the truth of that proposition is also augmented by our coming to 
understand what was implied in its original, primarily existential application. So we 
know of God that he is, but also that he is one, that he is good, that he is creator, and so on, 
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by a strictly logical development that has experience as its referential ground, but God 
known or objectified as its term.

How Analogy Works in the Proposition “God Exists”
Now we see the importance of Aquinas saying that we know the existence of God 

through the making of a proposition, not through direct experience.
In late modern philosophy, a huge literature will develop arguing over whether exis-

tence is a predicate. In the Latin Thomistic tradition, later authors introduced a simple 
distinction between existence as exercised and existence as signified. “Existence” as a 
predicate signifies existence as exercised. Our only direct experience of existence (always 
setting aside the matter of mystical experience as defined above178) is the existence of 
sensible things. Here we directly encounter existence as exercised, and from this experi-
ence we formulate the concept of existence. This concept has for its object not a sensible 
thing but existence as signified, the idea of something which exercises an act of being, 
something which is or possesses an actual exercise of existence; and this concept can be 
applied to sensible things (as when we think of a friend, rightly or wrongly, that he has 
not died yet) or to spiritual things (as when we judge, rightly or wrongly, that there are 
purely spiritual substances).

Now it is just such an application, as we saw above,179 that occurs in the quinque viae. 
And now we see how the doctrine of the divine names follows from the discovery in 
discourse of the reality of the divine existence as subsistent existence, as existence which 
is the very essence identical with God as existing — a pure existence knowable by us 
in philosophy only through the truth of a proposition, and in sharp contrast with the 
essences we can know as this or that even when they no longer, or perhaps never did, 
exist in ens reale. We can now see expressly what was true of the truth of that proposi-
tion “God exists” all along (at least when its truth is grasped in its proper sense): the 
knowledge “that God exists” already was an instance of knowledge through analogy. So 
it is hardly surprising to realize that all the names we can truly form of God are likewise 
analogous uses (in this Latin sense of analogy) of language.

Thus we see how the doctrines of the knowability and unknowability of God, in the 
thought of Aquinas, are reconciled through his notion of analogy. The point is so central 
to his thought that it is possible to multiply the citation of texts practically without limit 
from the range of his writings. I was tempted at this point simply to let one of his late 
modern followers speak on his behalf in terms of making a summary of the point; for no 
later author has stated the situation better than Maritain,180 standing as he did at the far 

178 See p. 192 in this chapter.
179 See p. 201 in this chapter.
180 The text I am thinking of is Maritain 1959: 251: “In the case of metaphysics, analogy consti tutes 

the very form and rule of knowl edge. God is not attained in virtue of His incommunicable nature 
and selfhood, according to the indivisibility of His pure and simplest essence, but only according to 
that which is shown in His reflections (reflections that, by the way, are truthful) and in the analogical 
participations which things proportionate to our reason offer us of Him. His essence is not attained as 
such [no more, to repeat, than his existence], but only inasmuch as creatures, by their very nature, speak 
of it to our understanding. Thus, not only is the mode of knowing human, but, in addition, the object 
itself as proposed to the mind and made the term of knowledge (sub ratione primi entis) is taken as He 
condescends, so to speak, to human reason in the mirror of sensible things and by the analogy of being. 
Metaphysics is poised at the summit of the created world, and from that vantage point, it looks upon 
the inaccessible entrance toward which all created perfections converge — but without seeing Him in 
Himself. It grasps His purest light only as it is broken up in the multiplicity of these perfections.”
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boundary of modernity and the frontier of postmodernity, well cognizant the while of the 
great Latin tradition in metaphysics the moderns had all but succeeded in obliterating.

But not even the incomparable Maritain brings together in a single text the point of 
Aquinas that we are able to know God through creatures for the very same reason that 
God is aware of creatures through himself, and that the reason why some of the words we 
both invent and learn over the course of our life experience are more applicable to God 
than are others is because some reflect more directly what is true of being as such even 
though all of them reflect directly limited beings, that is to say, existence formally diver-
sified through the essential structures which are what distinguish the being of creatures 
from the divine being in whom all diversity is reduced to the single surpassing perfec-
tion of existence itself subsisting; so that “knowledge in God is the same as to exist as 
knowing”,181 and so on for all the other perfections whose intelligible core does not of it-
self imply the limited conditions under which we experience and from which we abstract 
(or presciss) that intelligibility and give it expression in the diversity of our conceptions:182

Nor can it be said that whatever is said of God and of creatures can be predicated com-
pletely equivocally, because unless there were some agreement of creature to God ac-
cording to reality, the divine essence would not be the exemplar of the creatures; and 
so by knowing his own essence God would not know creatures. For the same reason we 
would not be able to arrive at a knowledge of God from created things; nor would there 
be any reason why any one of the names suited to creatures should say something more 
of him than does any other, because in equivocal sayings whatever name is stipulated 
makes no difference,183 from the fact that none of them expresses an agreement in real-
ity. Whence it must be said that neither wholly univocally nor wholly equivocally is the 
name of knowledge predicated of the knowledge of God and of our knowledge, but ac-
cording to analogy, which expresses no more than a relational similarity.

We know that we know, but that to know is other than the fact that we are; whereas in 
the case of God, we know that for him to be is to be knowing, and since knowing is his 
very existence he knows everything that does or could imitate that existence in finite 
ways; and we, for our part, knowing those finite ways come to know something of God, 
both that he is and that he is not knowable in the way that creatures are knowable. 
Knowing that he is and that he is infinitely knowable, it is not surprising that we can 
develop a doctrine of divine names without ever exhausting the object so progressively 
expanded within our awareness. For no matter how much or how little we come to know 
or think we know, we know always that he is more than whatever we have been able to 
conceive or will be able to conceive.

181 Aquinas c.1256/9: Quaestiones Disputatae de Veritate, Q. 1. Art. 2c. (in Busa vol. 3 17): “ita scientia 
est idem quod esse scientem in eo.”

182 Aquinas c.1256/9: Quaestiones Disputatae de Veritate, Q. 1. Art. 2c. (in Busa vol. 3 17): “nec tamen 
dici potest quod omnino aequivoce praedicetur quidquid de deo et creaturis dicitur, quia nisi esset 
aliqua convenientia creaturae ad deum secundum rem, sua essentia non esset creaturarum similitudo; 
et ita cognoscendo suam essentiam non cognosceret creaturas. similiter etiam nec nos ex rebus creatis 
in cognitionem dei pervenire possemus; nec nominum quae creaturis aptantur, unum magis de eo 
dicendum esset quam aliud; quia in aequivocis non differt quodcumque nomen imponatur, ex quo nulla 
rei convenientia attenditur. unde dicendum est, quod nec omnino univoce, nec pure aequivoce, nomen 
scientiae de scientia dei et nostra praedicatur; sed secundum analogiam, quod nihil est dictu quam 
secundum proportionem.”

183 That is, all are equally irrelevant — or relevant — because none say anything that has a bearing 
on the referent.
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So we can see how God can be said both to be a being and to be above being and non-
being. God is a being insofar as our term “being” is taken from our experience of actually 
existing things and applied therefrom, by analogy, as we have seen, to the case of the 
being for whom to exist is the essence, ipsum esse subsistens. But insofar as “being” names 
finite being capable of ceasing to exist, then God is not a being but beyond being and 
nonbeing. So St. Thomas, with due deference to the Neoplatonists, can say that184 “ac-
cording to the truth of the matter, the first cause is above being, in that it is the infinite act 
of existence itself; while being is that which participates in the act of existence finitely.”

Finally, we should note that Aquinas, in developing his doctrine of analogy as far as 
he does with an eye to his principal interest — which is the explanation of how there can 
be a true and valid philosophical discourse about God, about God’s relation to creatures 
and creatures relation to God, including in matters of religious belief — is careful to 
point out that this extreme use of analogy at the far frontier of human understanding 
is consonant with other, more ordinary, examples of analogy within human discourse.

His perhaps favorite example is the quite earthy one of a healthy organism. A healthy 
organism, he notes, produces healthy urine. The healthy organism is the cause of the 
urine, urine an effect; yet as effect the urine is a sign of that which produced it. Should 
the sign reveal that the producing organism is not healthy, some medicine may be called 
for. The medicine now hopefully will play the role of cause, whose effect will be health 
— the restoration of health — in the organism; and the proof of the success or failure 
of the medicine will be the next urine the organism produces. “Health”, thus, is said 
directly of the state of the organism, but, on the basis of or “from” that usage, “health” 
may be applied secondarily — analogously — to such related other things as medicine 
and urine. But these are “healthy” only by reference to the organism as “healthy”.

The Rule Governing All Analogous Usage as Analogous
So Aquinas provides us with a rule which, at least as he presents it himself, is proposed 

as holding for all analogous use of language without exception, whether we are talking 
about finite being or about God, and if about God whether we are speaking metaphori-
cally or about perfections that exist more properly in God than we experience their 
existence in creatures:185

184 Aquinas 1272: In librum de causis, lect. 6 (Busa 4 p. 511): “secundum rei veritatem causa prima est 
supra ens in quantum est ipsum esse infinitum, ens autem dicitur id quod finite participat esse, et hoc 
est proportionatum intellectui nostro cuius obiectum est quod quid est ut dicitur in iii de anima”. Cf. 
Guagliardo et al. 1996: 51–52.

185 Aquinas c.1266: Summa I.13.6c. (in Busa 2, p. 203): “in omnibus nominibus quae de pluribus 
analogice dicuntur, necesse est quod omnia dicuntur per respectu ad unum, it ideo illud unum oportet 
quod ponatur in definizione omnium. et quia ratio quam significat nomen, est definitio, ut dicitur 
in iv metaphys., necesse est quod illud nomen per prius dicatur de eo quod ponitur in definitione 
aliorum, et per posterius de aliis, secundum ordinem quo appropinquant ad illud primum vel magis vel 
minus, sicut sanum quod dicitur de animali, cadit in definitione sani quod dicitur de medicina, quae 
dicitur sana inquantum causat sanitatem in animali; et in definitione sani quod dicitur de urina, quae 
dicitur sana inquantum est signum sanitatis animalis. sic ergo omnia nomina quae metaphorice de deo 
dicuntur, per prius de creaturis dicuntur quam de deo, quia dicta de deo, nihil aliud significant quam 
similitudines ad tales creaturas. ... sic nomen leonis, dictum de deo, nihil aliud significat quam quod 
deus similiter se habet ut fortiter operetur in suis operibus, sicut leo in suis. et sic patet quod, secundum 
quod dicuntur de deo, eorum significatio definiri non potest, nisi per illud quod de creaturis dicitur. 
de aliis nominibus, quae non metaphorice dicuntur de deo, ... huiusmodi nomina non solum dicuntur 
de deo causaliter, sed etiam essentialiter, cum enim dicitur deus est bonus, vel sapiens, non solum 
significatur quod ipse sit causa sapientiae vel bonitatis, sed quod haec in eo eminentius praeexistunt. 
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in all the cases of names which are applied to different things analogously, all the appli-
cations must needs be made with respect to one thing, and so must it needs be that that 
one thing be contained in the definition of all. And because the rationale which a name 
signifies is a definition, as is said in Book IV of the Metaphysics, the analogous name in 
question necessarily applies first to that thing whose definition is included in the defini-
tion of the others, and secondarily or consequently to the other things [whose definition 
includes other considerations as well], according to the order in which they are more or 
less proximate to that first thing.

So, for example, the health which is said of an animal falls within the definition 
of health which applies to medicine: a medicine is called “healthy” insofar as it causes 
health in an animal; and the health said of an animal falls likewise within the definition 
of health which applies to urine, which is said to be “healthy” insofar as it provides a sign 
of the animal’s health.

So the names applied to God metaphorically apply first to creatures rather than to 
God, because said of God they signify nothing other than resemblances to the creatures 
in question. ... So the name “lion” applied to God signifies nothing more than that God 
goes about his works as fiercely as a lion goes about his. And so it is clear that according 
as such [metaphorical] terms are applied to God their signification cannot be defined 
except through that which is applied to creatures.

Concerning other names which are said of God not met a phorically ... these names 
apply to God not merely causally but also essentially, ... without this in any way gainsay-
ing the fact that, as regards the stipulated or conventional meaning by which the name 
signifies, such names are applied by us first to creatures, which are what we primarily 
know. Whence too even the names of perfections which creatures have from God as 
their cause and which belong more eminently to the divine being than they do to the 
finite being of creatures and in this sense apply with ontological priority to God yet 
retain the mode of signifying which belongs to the perfections as found in creatures, as 
we explained above.

That is the doctrine of analogy we find primarily in Thomas Aquinas’s own writings 
reduced to the main point that even in the case of names applied properly if “super-
eminently” to the divine existence, it is the acquisition of signification by these names 
within the context of sensible experience that remains regulative. And the reason why 
we can know God is the same as the reason why God can know creatures: because they 
are finite and partial imitations external to God of the perfection found infinitely and 
wholly internal to the purity of the divine Esse Subsistens.

A Distinction without a Difference as Regards “the Bottom Line” in Analogous Usage186

About ten years before he undertook his Summa, in Q. 2. Art. 11 of his Quaestiones 
Disputatae de Veritate written between 1256 and 1259, Aquinas had added a distinction 
between an “analogy of proportion” and an “analogy of proportionality”. The former 
occurs when we speak by analogy of two different things which yet belong to the same 
order, as “health” said of an animal, of medicine, and of urine.187 The latter, an “analogy 
of proportionality”, occurs when we speak by analogy of two things belonging to entirely  

unde, secundum hoc, quantum ad rem significatam per nomen, per prius dicuntur de deo quam de 
creaturis, quia a deo huiusmodi perfectiones in creaturas manent. sed quantum ad impositionem 
nominis, per prius a nobis imponuntur creaturis, quas prius cognoscimus. unde et modum significandi 
habent qui competit creaturis, ut supra dictum est.”

186 This section might be sub-titled: “Cajetan’s Detour”!
187 Aquinas c.1256/9: Quaestiones Disputatae de Veritate, Q. 2. Art. 11c. (in Busa vol. 3 p. 16): “quae-

dam con ve ni entia inter ipsa quorum est ad invicem proportio, eo quod habent determinatam distantiam 
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different orders, for example, one to the order of ens reale and the other to the order of 
ens rationis, or one to the order of created being and the other to the order of uncreated 
being, where there is an absence of proportion between the two things talked about.188 
In such a case we speak of a parallelism of relations, of a ratio, in effect, as constituting 
the ground of the analogy; and only in this latter way can we speak analogically of God 
and creatures, and even then with some further qualifications.189 This is what Cajetan 
will invoke as justifying his claim that there is a uniquely metaphysical analogy of what 
he calls “proper proportionality”, and that only this analogy has claim to the status of a 
doctrine of first philosophy.190

But in between this text of the Disputed Questions on Truth Q. 2. Art. 11 and the 
text of the Summa Q. 13. Art. 6 examined above came the Commentary on the Divine 
Names of c.1265/7, written just before or partially overlapping the writing of the First 
Part of the Summa. There he had learned from Pseudo-Dionysius the simpler trick 
of the “threefold way” of simple affirmation followed by qualified negation followed 
by an affirmation of eminence:191 not only can no perfection that intrinsically implies 
limitation (like “good muscle tone”, which presupposes body) be affirmed of God, but 
even any perfection that has no intrinsic link with limitation, such as living, intelligent, 
good, being (even though we encounter it in experience according to limited manifesta-
tions), cannot be simply affirmed of God in the manner that we affirm it of creatures. 
Thus, I exist and God exists; but existence is not exercised in God in the manner that it 
is exercised in my being; existence in God is exercised in a manner that transcends my 
understanding but is nonetheless actual existence. This method, always remembering 
the distinction between perfections whose very definition or concept implies limitation 
and perfections whose very definition or concept does not imply limitation even though 
our direct experience of them is limited, achieves the same results more simply than 
does the application of the distinction between “proportion” and “proportionality” to 
the case of analogy.

vel aliam habitudinem ad invicem, ... sicut ens dicitur de substantia et accidente ex habitudine quam 
accidens ad substantiam habet ...”.

188 Ibid.: “convenientia etiam quandoque attenditur non duorum ad invicem inter quae sit propor tio 
sed magis duarum ad invicem proportionum. ... sicut nomen visus dicitur de visu corporali et intellectu, 
eo quod sicut visus est in oculo, ita intellectus in mente.”

189 Ibid.: “quia ergo in his quae primo modo analogice dicuntur, oportet esse aliquam determi-
nat am habitudinem inter ea quibus est aliquid per analogiam commune, impossibile est aliquid per 
hunc modum analogiae dici de deo et creatura; quia nulla creatura habet talem habitudinem ad deum 
per quam possit divina perfectio determnari. sed in alio modo analogiae nulla determinata habitudo 
attenditur inter ea quibus est aliquid per analogiam commune; et ideo secundum illum modum 
nihil prohibet aliquod nomen analogice dici de deo et creatura. sed tamen hoc dupliciter contingit: 
quan do que enim illud nomen importat aliquid ex principali significato, in quo non potest attendi 
convenientia inter deum et creaturam, etiam modo praedicto; sicut est in omnibus quae symbolice de 
deo dicuntur, ut cum dicitur deus leo, vel sol, vel aliquid huiusmodi, quia in horum definizione cadit 
materia, quae deo attribui non potest. quandoque vero nomen quod de deo et creatura dicitur, nihil 
importat ex principali significato secundum quod non possit attendi praedictus convenientiae modus 
inter creaturam et deum; sicut sunt omnia in quorum definizione non clauditur defectus, nec dependet 
a materia secundum esse, ut ens, bonum, et alia huiusmodi.”

190 The claim is not without merit, but put this way it glosses over a more fundamental point 
about what is common to all analogical usage, including that restricted to “proper” assignation of 
“divine names”.

191 Recall the discussion from p. 194 above. Compare also the analysis by McInerny (1996: 113–5) 
of the De Veritate text in question.
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The bottom line, then, is that analogy as Aquinas treats it is a doctrine about how we 
use words to express what we know, and transfer words from one meaning to another in or-
der to illumine related things and to develop their connections in discourse. Aristotle called it 
“equivocation by design”. Aquinas called it “analogy”. Pure equivocation, of course, is 
the use of two terms in two entirely unrelated senses, like the “bark” of a dog and of a 
tree. Terms used in the same sense, like “animal” said of a human being and of a chim-
panzee or of a cat, both Aristotle and Aquinas called “univocal”. But when one term is 
brought into relation with another term in such a manner that the meaning of the first 
term is made relevant to the understanding of the other, then we are in the domain of 
analogy: the bark of a dog and the bark of a tree have this much in common, that they 
both sometimes provide protection; in this sense the two terms otherwise equivocal can 
be rendered analogous through a prior reference to “protection” (or in some other way).

Notice too that in the matter of the divine names, the ways of speaking about God, 
Aquinas notes that whether we are talking about perfections ontologically prior in God 
or mere imaginary resemblances fashioned by the mind to give to the being of God 
some intelligibility relative to the being of creatures, as when Augustine likens God 
to “a pure eye, because he sees all”, in either case our knowledge, the development and 
expression of which is what analogy primarily concerns, goes from creatures to God. 
In this precise particular, the heart of the matter, it makes no difference that we find, 
paradigmatically, that existence is “more proper”, that is to say, “ontologically prior”, 
in God, whereas “fierceness” is clearly an operational property proper to lions and only 
said of God metaphorically.

Regardless of the ontological situation, whether the relations involved are mind-depen-
dent or mind-independent relations does not matter.192 What makes a use of terms analogi-
cal for Aquinas is the placing of the definition of one term within what is understood of 
the definition of some other term. It is an activity of thought in relation to the objects 
of thought, and ranges across the whole field of objects to which thought extends: from 
the pure potentiality of prime matter which, because it cannot be directly experienced, 
Aquinas pointed out, is known only by analogy to what we do directly experience, all the 
way to the pure actuality of God which, because it cannot be directly experienced, Aqui-
nas pointed out, is known only by analogy; in between these two extremes are included 
the intermediate cases, such as that in which “bark” is seen in the light of protection, or 
medicine and urine in the light of “health”.

As a late modern Scotist put it,193 “clearly the order of the being of things, the order 
of knowing them, and the order of designating them do not agree”. Thomas could not 
agree more. Analogy pertains to the use of vocabulary whereby a philosopher is able to 
sort out these competing differences. It is, we might almost say, that part of the doctrine 
of signs which pertains to the critical use of intelligence in science and philo so phy and 
to what Peirce will call “the ethics of terminology”; but that would get us too far ahead 
of the story.

Analogy in Thomistic Tradition: A “Concept of Being”
I hope the reader has found the doctrine of analogous names just set forth straight-

forward and clear, for that is how it appears in the limpid Latin texts of Aquinas himself. 
After Aquinas, within what would become his own school of commentators, for a long 

192 McInerny 1996: 9–10 puts it this way: “Thomas is noting that there are inequalities, orderings 
per prius et posterius, among things talked about that do not affect our way of talking about them.”

193 Shircel 1942: 19.
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time nothing in particular happens respecting his doctrine; although outside of that 
specific intellectual line I have already remarked that not enough study of Scotus has 
been done to know if indeed his doctrine of being is as antithetical to that of Aquinas as 
the superficial contrast between analogous and univocal terms would make it seem; for 
we now see that there is nothing in a term as such that makes it analogous, but only its 
deployment within the field of our apprehensions. “Being” is an analogous term not by 
reason of any properties of its letters or their combination but because it is “said in many 
ways”, because it is something verified proportionally in quite different things, namely, 
“existence in this or that capacity” or even, in the restricted case of finite existents, a 
“capacity for existence” with all the variety that implies.

“Being” is an analogous term because, in short, with respect to this character string 
“being”, a cultural code has been established: within and through the exaptation of lan-
guage to communicate, a “universe of discourse” has been created specifically for the 
purpose of revealing what was implied in Aristotle’s discov ery that there was something 
in human experience (“being” he is said to have called it, though he spoke no English) 
which is verified within each category but which cannot be confined within any category 
(not to mention that it can be said also prior to the division of categories, and indeed prior 
to the division of being as ens reale and nonbeing as ens rationis!, as we will see194), and so 
is and must be “said in many ways”.

Cajetan’s Attempt to Synthesize Aquinas’ Texts on Analogy
So it is not without interest to discover that the first author formally to attempt a 

unification of the texts wherein Aquinas deals with the subject he terms “analogy” was 
an author who happens also to have been as vehemently opposed to the success in phi-
losophy of the writings of Duns Scotus, as he was to the success in religion of Martin 
Luther. Thomas de Vio Cajetan (20 February 1469–1534 August 10), christened “James 
de Vio”, took “Thomas” as his “name in religion” on joining the Dominican order in 
1485, at the age of 16. He was destined to become known most commonly after his place 
of birth, Gaetanus. This is the man known to history as “Cajetan”, the cardinal of the 
Catholic Church once considered for pope who failed in his attempts to tame Luther 
but whose commentary on the Summa of St. Thomas is enshrined in print to accompany 
the best edition of that masterwork that has ever been prepared over these last eight 
centuries, the one commissioned by Pope Leo XIII and completed between the years 
1888 and 1906.

To understand Cajetan, like every man, it helps in some ways, if not in all, to con-
sider his times, and Cajetan’s were turbulent indeed. He was the first, as was said, to 
undertake to thematize the notion of “analogy” in terms of its role in the thought of St. 
Thomas, but it would seem that his doing so was ill-fated by the importance attached in 
his milieu to the renewed knowledge of Greek language that had come to Italy especially 
in large measure as an unexpected side benefit, as we have seen, of the Islamic conquest 
of the city of Constantinople in May of 1453. Cajetan was at the forefront of those who 
came quickly to recognize the overwhelming importance the knowledge first of Greek, 
and later of Hebrew and other Semitic languages, was bound to acquire for scriptural 
studies and hence, eventually, for theology itself. It is to his credit — so many things 
fall to his credit and discredit, it is astonishing that as yet no proper biography has been 
written — that he pressed at the highest levels of university and ecclesiastical life for 
the renewed study of Greek. So — what can we say — why should not history strike yet  

194 See the discussion of “ens primum cognitum” over pp. 253–273 below.
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another of its stunning ironies in making his very appreciation of Greek Cajetan’s down-
fall as the expositor of the theme of analogy in the Latin of Aquinas?195

Cajetan under the best of circumstances inclined to be arrogant.196 You can still feel 
his hauteur radiating between lines of his Commentary on the Summa, or from the whole 
of his sermon of 1503 on human immortality.197 Weisheipl,198 who would have known, 
if anyone of the last modern generations had known, what influences shaped Cajetan’s 
approach to St. Thomas, passed over in silence the question of Cajetan’s intellectual 
formation, which gives us a measure of how much work remains to be done in the area. 
Be that as it may, Cajetan seems to have imbibed, if not the love of Plato, at least some-
thing of the traditional Byzantine attitude of the superiority of the Greek language for 
the treatment of speculative problems returned to Rome from Constantinople with the 
expatriation there of John Cardinal Bessarion, dead when Cajetan was but three, yet a 
giant presence still, as we can imagine, in the Rome and “College of Cardinals” of Ca-
jetan’s mature years; for Cajetan browbeats his Latin peers as “abusers of language”199 
for not following the regulative usage of the Greeks in the matter of analogy, leaving it 
unsaid or perhaps unnoticed that the primary abuser on the point was Thomas Aqui-
nas himself.200 Cajetan, for his own part, will indeed take the Greek usage as regulative 
when, in 1498, he sends forth his to-be famous work entitled The Analogy of Names. The 
title was felicitous if the doctrine flawed; but the flaw in the doctrine revealed itself soon 
enough in his letter of 1509 that has come down in history under the more portentous 
— or ominous — title “the concept of being”; for it is not as a concept that being is analo-
gous, it is rather as a way of speaking involving necessarily and irreducibly more than one 
concept derived from experience.

But why should Latin usage conform to Greek usage, unless Greek usage is somehow 
superior, in the sense of somehow “regulative”, as, e.g., the Arabs even on discovering 
Aristotle considered Arabic respecting Greek. The Byzantines had always considered 

195 Ashworth, in a ‘superior’ review (1999: 215f.) of McInerny’s magistral summary (1996) of his 
long years of reflection on the theme of analogy and the relation under this theme of the doctrines 
expressed in the writings of Aquinas and Cajetan, reminds us that Cajetan is related to other writers 
than Aquinas, then petulantly rebukes McInerny for ignoring both these writers and the “good deal 
of work” that “has been done on all this historical material since 1961”. We may presume that both 
these neglects are overcome in Ashworth’s own encyclopedic report (1998: 414) that “logicians and 
theologians developed a theory which divided words into three sorts [to wit, univocal, equivocal, 
analogical], independently of context.” Assuming the accuracy of the report, McInerny’s “neglect” of 
the works in question may be no more than the shadow of his clear illumination of the fact that to speak 
of “sorts of words”, analogical ones especially, “independently of context” is, for Aquinas, a linguistic 
delusion (an “ens rationis formaliter, materialiter sumptum”).

196 The experience of Luther recounted in his Acta Augustana supports the general picture. Cajetan, 
Luther reported (1518: 275), “although he said, and now even glories in it, that he would act toward 
me as a father and not as a judge, I could not detect any such paternal attitude, except one which was 
sterner than any court of justice”.

197 Cajetan 1503; a view he came more and more completely to retract in a series of writings tied 
to the years 1509a, 1519 (see Romans ch. 9), 1527 (see ch. 22), and 1534 (see ch. 3), when he came 
categorically to assert, with no apologies for or mention of his polemics of 1503, that no philosopher ever 
has or could, as a “praeambulum Fidem” or any other way, demonstrate the immortality of the individual 
human soul, although he considered such immortality to be a truth known by divine revelation.

198 Weisheipl 1967; see also Mandonnet 1905.
199 “Abusiva tamen locutio est”, is how he puts it in his commentary on the Summa.
200 See the detailed discussion in McInerny 1996: 21ff.
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Greek so, and their theology developed accordingly, followed by their civil censures. 
The very idea is not incredible. It is simply false. No one familiar with linguistics today 
would subscribe to such a notion as a historical language superior in principle, true as it 
might happen to be in some particular areas on some particular points. The question 
that interests us here is whether analogy as Aquinas thought of it is just one of such areas 
or points? There is no doubt, as we have pointed out, that Aquinas does not use analogia 
in a manner isomorphic with Aristotle’s use of the Greek analagia. The only author 
I know of who has approached the texts of both authors in exactly this light concludes 
that, on the basis of a detailed comparison of the texts,201

we would have to say that where Thomas is talking of analogous names, names analo-
gously common to many, Aristotle speaks of things said in many ways, with reference to 
one and the same nature, and not equivocally. Rather than chide Thomas [for an abuse 
of language], we should perhaps draw some such conclusion as the following. When 
Thomas speaks of analogous names he does not mean to echo a linguistic expression of 
Aristotle’s, since in the texts which occasion talk of analogous names in Thomas’s com-
mentary Aristotle uses such phrases as ‘said in many ways in reference to one’. Aristotle 
clearly means to contrast that kind of talk with univocally common and equivocally com-
mon terms. Thus, what Thomas and Aristotle are both talking about is the same, but 
they do not label it in the same way. There is no fixed relation between Aristotle’s use of 
the Greek term [analagia, a mathematical term] and Thomas’s use of the [Latin] loan 
word [analogia, a linguistic term].

Yet even the expression “loan word” concedes too much in Cajetan’s narrowing di-
rection. It is not a question of a term “on loan”; it is a question of the development of a 
terminology appropriate to expressing the problem as Aquinas sees it. And Aquinas did 
not speak Greek nor read it well enough to comment directly on Greek texts; nor have 
we clear evidence that Cajetan knew Greek well enough to justify his browbeating of 
the Latins in this matter. For certainly his subsequent exposition of what was supposed 
to be “the mind of the divine Thomas” (ad mentem D. Thomae) went far enough astray.

In bare essentials, Cajetan distinguishes (following Aristotle) the two extremes of 
words applied to different objects but with exactly the same sense, as “human being” 
said of every student in a class, which are univocal terms; and words apparently the same 
but which apply to objects in completely diverse senses, as “bark” of a dog and of a tree, 
which are equivocal terms. Between these two extremes are words which are used with 
different but related senses, and this is the case of analogous terms. So far so good.

However, the case of analogous terms is not simple, and there are many discus-
sions of sub dis tinctions of metaphor under the heading of “analogy” in Latin authors. 
The case of metaphor Cajetan calls the “analogy of improper proportionality”, passing over 
expanded dis cussion as irrelevant to his interest (and despite its very clear interest for 
the doctrine of the divine names), Cajetan remarks little more than that terms may have 
senses related through a similarity in their objects which is extrinsic and accidental to 
the nature of the objects, as “a bright sun” and “a bright smile”, a “smiling girl” and a 
“smiling meadow”.

Cajetan calls the case where what is really in the referent of one of the related terms 
is attrib u ted to the referent of the other on the basis of a causal relation between the 
two, “analogy of attribution”. For example, words may be related in sense because what 
they apply to are related through causality, as “healthy” said of an organism and of urine 

201 McInerny 1996: 33–34.
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the organism produces. Health is in the organism intrinsically, but in the urine only as 
reflecting that health. Or we speak of a “healthy environment”, because, like medicine, 
it tends to promote health in the organism.

Now Cajetan comes to his main thesis. When words have related senses as a result of 
a property which is intrinsic and essential to the objects designated by each, the result is 
what he calls “analogy of proper proportionality”. This alone is what Cajetan titles the anal-
ogy of being. Two things quite different, a frog, say, and a meteorite, yet both exercise 
existence. “Being” said of anything actual expresses something intrinsic to that thing, and 
yet the being is differentiated according to the form or type of thing that exercises it. Be-
ing then becomes a matter of a proportion, a proportio ad esse or “proportion to existence”, 
a powerful and attractive notion, not least of the attractions of which is that it returns 
analogia to the primary use of analagia in the ancient Greek writings, which is that of a 
mathematical proportion, “two is to four as four is to eight”: as a frog exercises existence 
in its own way as a frog, so does a man exercise existence in the way proper to a man.

But the “fly in the ointment” appears especially in Cajetan’s identification of the 
lowest level of analogy, what he calls “analogy of inequality”. A fly and a human are 
both animals, both beings. “Animal” said of both is said in the same sense, that is, uni-
vocally. A man is an animal in just the sense that a fly is an animal: both are capable (in 
Thomistic terms) of receiving the impressions of the forms of other things in such a way 
as to cognitively relate to those things as physical elements of the environment become 
and made part of an objective world or Umwelt. But both are beings, too. And in the 
“hierarchy of being”, a fly is lower than a human being. Therefore, however they may be 
“equal” as animals, as “beings” they are related as lower and higher. Therefore, what-
ever the logician might think and say, the philosopher, who prefers wisdom over mere 
logic, has to say that fly and human as “animal” are not equal but unequal. Animal, in 
such a case, that is to say, with reference to the hierarchy of being, is not a univocal term 
as logic would have it but an analogous term, a term analogous “by inequality”. What 
logicians see as univocal terms appear in the superior wisdom of philosophy as terms 
analogous by analogy of inequality, inequality in being.

That then there are absolutely no such things as univocal terms seems not to have 
occurred to anyone, including Cajetan. At least I have not seen this made as a point any-
where in the literature. Now this may seem on the face of it ridiculous, and I think it is; 
but there is more, as usual, to the situation than meets the eye. One needs to realize, for 
example, that “body” was regarded by the Latins, by Thomas himself, as an “equivocal” 
term as between qualitatively immutable celestial bodies and terrestrial bodies subject to 
generation and corruption. So Cajetan with his “analogy of inequality” was giving voice 
to and linguistically marking a conception much broader and more “in the air” of his 
time than any narrow reading of logical texts and doctrines would reveal. His idea is not 
ridiculous, at least not in the immediate way that might appear to a sufficiently ignorant 
postmodern reader. Yet it is wrong, as is always the mischief wrought by philosophers 
when they concoct a doctrine that mysteriously renders them Übermenschen, “super-
men”, superior to the requirements of logic in the manner that binds lesser minds.

The problem lies in the idea that “being”, because it turns out that it must be “said 
in many ways”, is an intrinsically or irreducibly analogous term; for no term is “intrinsical-
ly” anything apart from contexts of application. The key to the problematic, I suggest, 
lies in the fact that we experience many different things existing in many different ways, 
and we experience the need to somehow bring all this diversity under a common desig-
nation for conveniences of discourse, to be sure, but also for the purpose of a discourse 
which can express the truth about things as a matter of philosophical doctrine. When we 
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reach the conclusion that “not all being is material”, we indeed express a judgment that, 
as Aquinas remarked, precludes physics, whether in the ancient cenoscopic sense or in 
the modern ideoscopic sense, from the status of “first philosophy”, for if not all being is 
material then being cannot be adequately understood in physics however completely we 
come to understand and even dominate the world of bodies in motion, any more than 
relation can be adequately understood if we restrict our perspective to the reality of rela-
tion as it exists independently of the mind.

The judgment of separation, the abstraction of “being” as a concept presenting an 
object not restricted to the material or to the spiritual order but capable of verification in 
both orders, makes it possible to unify the knowledge of the diversity of beings in an un-
derstanding of “being as such”, thereby providing a subject of possible thematic investiga-
tions so specific and distinctive that the unity of the science (or rather the doctrinal unity, 
as we should say in the wake of modernity202) so constituted is ensured. The unity of a true 
philosophical knowledge, however, as Schillaci said,203 “is not a rigid set of restrictions but 
an organic ‘oneness’ like that of a living thing in that it permits the science to come into 
existence, to contact and assimilate reality, to develop according to its own nature and to 
reach the end of that nature.” If we may conclude in this respect that a metaphysics that 
does not come to treat of God has not reached its natural finality, we may claim with all 
the greater ferocity that a metaphysics that claims God or even “esse” ut exercitum for its 
proper object has misunderstood itself in so radical a way as to have betrayed its nature.

Between these two extremes lies the idea of being and the realm of ens commune that 
idea constitutes under the discursive heading of “analogy”. Within that realm lies the 
meaning and possibility of metaphysics, one of the features distinctive of the human Leb-
enswelt in its difference from the perceptual Umwelt of the animals without language.

Beyond the Analogy of Names and Concept: the Neothomistic “Analogy of Being”
Cajetan set the terms of the subsequent discussion of analogy within and beyond 

the Thomistic tradition. Some have claimed to find grounds for dissatisfaction with Ca-
jetan’s presentation as a faithful expression of the thought of St. Thomas, a dissatisfac-
tion expressed early in no less an authoritative voice than that of Sylvester Ferrariensis 
(c.1474–1528). In his Commentary on the Summa Contra Gentiles, written i.1508–1517 
and first published in 1524 (now published to accompany that work of Aquinas in the 
critical Leonine edition as Cajetan’s commentary accompanies the Leonine Summa), 
McInerny204 grants that “on the points where Sylvester has offered his independent view, 
a basis is provided for a bifurcation in subsequent interpretations”, but he thinks that 
“it would be wrong to say that Sylvester presents us with a clear alternative to Cajetan’s 
interpretation”; for in Sylvester’s work what we find, after all, are “not so much different 
interpretations as different emphases: the basic outlook of Cajetan is retained.” Thus, 
to whatever extent Ferrariensis did or did not early point out something of the rather 
different tenor of Aquinas’s own treatment of analogy from that set forth by the learned 
Cajetan, it remained the voice of Cajetan that continued to be heard and attended to 

202 Cf. Deely 1986a.
203 Schillaci 1961: 511.
204 McInerny 1961: 30. See the whole of Section 2, “Sylvester of Ferrara”, pp. 23–31. Hochschild (2010: 

76) makes the novel proposal “to set aside as ill-formed the question of whether Cajetan’s theory was ‘an 
authentic interpretation of Aquinas’,” and to try rather “to make sense of Cajetan’s theory” as addressing 
“specific semantic quesions”, especially (p. 174) in the wake of Scotus. It remains that “analogy” in Aquinas 
is noetic in a semiotic way more fundamentally than it is semantic, and needs to be addressed as such.
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within and beyond Thomistic circles over the subsequent centuries, including the late 
modern Neothomistic revival.

But in Neothomistic circles, not universally, though quite broadly, the renewed dis-
cussion of analogy took an even more radical turn away from the actual presentation 
of Aquinas. Dissatisfaction with Cajetan was everywhere expressed,205 yet nowhere for 
quite the right reasons — the main reason being that he had distorted St. Thomas by 
failing to understand the lexicological and accompanying syntactic differences that ac-
companied the transliterate pair analogia/analogia. These differences are in themselves 
without any necessary significance for philosophical doctrine. But Cajetan made them 
significant by (mis)taking the two words as names simply for the same phenomenon in 
the two languages, contrary to fact. As a result, the doctrine of analogia in Aquinas and 
the doctrine of analogia in Cajetan are not the same doctrine. Even though the doctrines 
of Cajetan and Aquinas partially overlap, as do the respective Latin and Greek terms, 
nonetheless, because his thought moved away from the overlap in the direction of the 
Greek syntax rather than in the direction of the rather different Latin syntax developed 
in the wake of the doctrine Aquinas himself synthesized only virtually, the net result in 
Cajetan was an attempt to outline a scheme of analogy in which it was argued that cor-
responding to the term itself “being” that must be used in different ways there is a single 
concept itself that is analogous. And so the criticism of Cajetan began mainly along the line 
that he had “essentialised” being, that in reducing being to a concept he was “too for-
malistic” — in a word, that he had missed the point of esse in the thought of St. Thomas.

What was needed, it came to be thought, was not a logical doctrine of analogy nor a 
doctrine of the concept of being as analogous but a doctrine of being itself in its full “ex-
tramental reality” as analogous. Just as we saw in dealing with the transcendentals that 
there can be, as Poinsot put it,206 “a twofold understanding of truth, the one in being, the 
other in knowing”, so why might there not be a twofold doctrine of analogy, the one in 
knowing and yet another, more fundamental one in being itself? Why not an analogy of 
being itself, not of the term “being” or of the concept being, but an “analogy” in the very 
order itself of ens reale? This is what the late modern Neothomists came to postulate in 
the works of Przywara, Geiger, and Fabro,207 to name a prom i nent few.

But there is no parity in the two cases. And even if we remember the origin of the 
very term “hierarchy”,208 yet there is an even more sure give-away. The authors in ques-
tion, in order to develop their “analogy of being”, “very often use the style and manner 
of speaking which was used by the Platonists, which had ceased to be customary” among 
those who moved in Thomas’s circle.209 The “development” in question amounts to a 
recrudescence of Neoplatonism in the very heart of Neothomism,210 without the excuse 

205 The effort of Klubertanz (1960) is worth mentioning here, and well repays study; as does the 
work of Phelan 1941; Mon tagn es 1963: esp. 126–158; and Marc 1933 and 1933a.

206 Poinsot 1643: 590: “est duplex acceptio veritatis, alia in essendo, alia in cognoscendo, seu alia 
trans cendentalis, alia for mal is.”

207 Przywara 1962; Geiger 1953; and Fabro 1961.
208 See Chapter 3 above, p. 64 note 24.
209 Appropriating for the occasion the observation of Aquinas c.1265–1267, Super librum Dionysii 

de divinis nominibus, Prooemium (Busa vol. 4 p. 542): “accidit etiam difficultas in praedictis libris ex 
multis: primo, quidem, quia plerumque utitur stilo et modo loquendi quo utebantur platonici, qui apud 
modernos [i.e., what we would call rather “mediaevales”!] est inconsuetos.”

210 E.g., Foote 1940: “It is because things really are analogous that the universe presents itself, a 
unity, attractive to intellect, and penetrable by knowledge which excels science. It is because things are 
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of the false authority of the Pseudo-Dionysius. When the noetic doctrine of analogy 
actually found in the writings of Thomas is transformed by some late modern alchemy 
into an ontological doctrine in the order of ens reale, we are back to the situation of at-
tributing to objects as known a status and relations which belong not to them otherwise 
than as known — without, however, being any longer being able to tell the difference 
between which order of being we are dealing with, since we have conflated everything 
into a doctrinal milieu that is no longer that of Thomas, but once again that of a Chris-
tian Neoplatonism, now in the wake of distinctively modern idealism.

There are analogies in being as experienced and understood, but ens reale is not an 
analogy, it only re quires analogy to be brought within the orbit, however imperfectly, of 
human understanding. Those who make of being itself an analogy perforce “have to resort 
to the style and manner of speaking of the Platonists”211 without the excuse of having to 
preserve “sacred and divine dogma by concealing it from the eyes of the infidels”,212 as 
Aquinas generously wrote to excuse (Pseudo) Dionysius, but quite without realizing that 
he was going out of his way to protect a common (or uncommon) thief, an imposter.

Throughout his work, as Henle best and most completely showed,213 Aquinas fought 
against the confusion and conflation of our ways of knowing with the ways of existence 
exercised by natural beings. To salvage what Neoplatonism made of being it was neces-
sary to speak of divine rather than human ideas, a concession Aquinas generously made 
to the Pseudo-Dionysius only because he took him at his word for who he was.214 To 
play the same game today without the same excuse is to risk betraying the heritage 
Aquinas worked so hard to leave through his commentaries on the philosophers and his 
reverence toward the scriptures alike.

analogous that mind can course up and down the grades (the ‘steps’) of perfections — where univocal 
unities would be futile — can freely range transversely from category to category. By analogies man can 
go from himself, the being he knows best, far down to the truth, the goodness, the beauty of all inferior 
creation, which is ordered to him; he can rise to know something of what it means to be a creature 
without matter. Finally, since beings are analogous to Being [there we encounter early the magical 
capitalization later to become so familiar in contexts where existential Thomists try to expropriate 
for their wholly foreign purpose the Heideggerian Sein], from the existence and perfections of finite 
things, man can have knowledge of the transcending excellences, the very subsistence of God”.

Pure Neoplatonism unconscious of itself. Of course, that is to begin, not to end, a story. For the idea 
of “participation”, central to two of Aquinas’s quinque viae, is precisely an originally Platonic doctrine 
which becomes central for the metaphysics of esse, precisely because, as St. Thomas puts it (c.1265/6: 
Quaestiones disputatae de potentia, q. 3. art. 7c. [Busa 3 p. 202]), “ipsum esse est communissimus effectus 
primus et intimior omnibus aliis effectibus; et ideo soli deo competit secundum virtutem propriam talis 
effectus”; and “ubicumque est virtus divina, est essentia divina”, because of the indistinction whereby 
the divine essence is the divine existence. But this particular story of Thomism and Neothomism I 
here have place only to mention, not to enter upon. See the intrigu ing beginning in A. F. Russell 1987.

211 Aquinas c.1265–1267, Super librum Dionysii de divinis nominibus, Prooemium (Busa 4 p. 542): 
“plerumque utitur stilo et modo loquendi quo utebantur platonici”.

212 Ibid.: “ut sacra et divina dogmata ab irrisione infidelium occultaret.”
213 Henle 1956.
214 Aquinas c.1265–1267, Super librum Dionysii de divinis nominibus, Prooemium (Busa 4 p. 542): 

“haec igitur platonicorum ratio Fidem non consonant nec veritati, quantum ad hoc quod continet de 
speciebus naturalibus separatis, sed quantum ad id quod dicebant ‘de primo rerum principio’ verissima 
est eorum opinio et Fidem christianae consona.” — “nor is this rationale for belief of the Platonists 
consonant with truth insofar as it contains separated species of natural relations, but as regards that 
which it leads them to say of the ‘first principle of things’ it is true indeed and the opinion they express 
is consonant with Christian faith.”
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The Problem of Sign in Aquinas
The problem of sign as it crops up in the writings of Thomas Aquinas marks a 

watershed in the Latin development of Augustine’s philosophical initiative,215 and of 
course we can see in retrospect that any doctrine of analogy such as Aquinas developed 
would be a subalternate part of a general doctrine of sign. Here come to the surface of 
conscious attention all the tensions latent in Augustine’s original proposal. After Aqui-
nas, much of the best speculative energies of thinkers over the three and a half centuries 
remaining to Latin as the mainstream language of philosophical development will be ex-
pended, with an increasing clarity of focus, in the working out of these surface tensions.

Aquinas on Sign: the “First Impression”
In his quite early writing, his “doctoral dissertation” of commenting on Lombard, 

composed between 1254 and 1256, Aquinas manifests awareness of a problem with Au-
gustine’s proposed formula for defining sign in general. Yet he so expresses himself that 
the reader must conclude that, whatever the problem, the young Aquinas is not ready 
to reject outright the Augustinian formula which restricts signs to relations grounded in 
sense-perceptible vehicles of signification. He is not himself poised to formulate a uni-
fied doctrine of signs, a full-scale semiotic.

Here, in the Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, Aquinas distinguishes the 
term “sign” according to a primary usage, which denotes something sense-per cep ti ble 
founding a relation of signification,216 and he says that, at most, it is only by a kind of 
secondary usage that something which does not fall under the senses might be called 
a sign.217 Whence he concludes, for example: effects of intelligible causes are not signs 
of their causes; only effects of causes falling within the order of sensible phenomena 
are signs of their causes.218 Again: the concepts involved in the communications among 
angels are called signs only figuratively or meta phorically.219

But it is not only the young Aquinas who speaks in this way. In some of his very last 
writ ing in his Summa theologiae Aquinas virtually repeats the early view:220

215 Now fully spelled out in Deely 2009.
216 i.1254/56, In IV Sent. dist. 1. q. 1. art. 1. quaestiunc. 2, ¶32 (Busa 1 p. 417): “Signum importat 

aliquod notum quoad nos, quo ma nu du ci  mur in alterius cognitionem. Res autem primo nobis notae, 
sunt res cadentes sub sensu, a quo omnis nostra cog nitio ortum habet. Et ideo signum quantum 
ad primam sui institutionem significat aliquam rem sensibilem, prout per eam manuducimur in 
cognitionem alicujus occulti. Et sic Magister accipit hic signum”, and with him the young Aquinas.

217 Ibid., ¶33: “Contingit autem aliquando quod magis notum quoad nos, etiam si non sit res cadens 
sub sensu, quasi secundaria significatione signum dicatur.” His discussion here, based on the second 
book of Aristotle’s Ethics (1104b4), anticipates the kind of interpretant that will be called by Peirce 
“emotional”.

218 ¶35: “dicendum quod in rebus intelligibilibus fit processus ab his quae sunt notiora simpliciter, 
sicut patet in mathematicis. Unde ibi effectus non sunt signa causarum, sicut in sensibilibus.”

219 ¶36: “dicendum similiter de locutione angelorum, quod fit per ea quae sunt notiora simpliciter. 
Unde non possunt proprie dici signa, sed quasi transumptive.” “Transumptive” is also an English word, 
defined in the OED as figurative or metaphorical.

220 c.1273, Summa theologiae III. 60. 4 ad 1 (Busa 2 p. 862): “unumquodque praecipue denominatur 
et definitur secundum illud quod convenit ei primo et per se, non autem secundum id quod convenit ei 
per aliud. effectus autem sensibilis per se habet quod ducat in cognitionem alterius, quasi primo et per 
se homini innotescens, quia omnis nostra cognitio a sensu initium habet. effectus autem intelligibiles 
non habent quod possint ducere in cognitionem alterius nisi inquantum sunt per aliud manifestati, 
idest, per aliqua sensibilia. et inde est quod primo et principaliter dicuntur signa, quae sensibus 
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The name and definition of a thing is taken principally from that which belongs to the 
thing primarily and essentially, not from that which belongs to it through something 
else. Now a sensible effect, being the primary and direct object of man’s knowledge 
(since all our knowledge springs from the senses), by its very nature leads to the knowl-
edge of something else. Intelligible effects, by contrast, are not such as to be able to lead 
us to the knowledge of something else except insofar as they are manifested by another, 
that is, by sensible things. Thence is it that things offered to the senses are primarily 
and principally called signs, as Augustine says in Book II Of Christian Doctrine, where he 
writes that “a sign is something that, beyond the impression it makes on sense, makes 
something else enter cognition”. But intelligible effects do not have this rationale of sign 
except insofar as they are manifested by some signs.221 And in this way, too, some things 
which are not sensible are yet said in a certain way to be sacraments, namely, insofar as 
they are signified by sensible things.

Even a careful student of Aquinas, unless that reader were focused systematically 
on the problem of sign in the writings of Aquinas, could easily seem justified in taking 
Aquinas’ appar ent acceptance of Augustine’s proposed definition of sign as an adequate 
general definition. It would be enough, for example, to cite as Aertsen does222 the appar-
ently categorical statement from Aquinas’s Disputed Question concerning com mun i  ca tion 
among angels, to receive the im pres sion that the matter was settled in Aquinas’s mind:223

A thing cannot be called a sign, properly speaking, unless it be something from which 
one arrives at an awareness of something else as if by discoursing;224 there is accord-
ingly not a sign in the case of angelic communication, because angelic knowledge is not 
discursive, as we saw in the previous question. And for this reason too signs in the case 
of human beings are sensibles, because our knowledge, which is discursive, arises from 
sensible things.

Aquinas on Sign: “on Second Thought” (the Actual Complexity)
But the problem with Augustine’s formula, not even in the writings of Aquinas, is 

as simply and easily resolved as the texts cited so far make it appear. To see the actual 
complexity of Aquinas’s thought on this matter, a more careful attention is required, 
and a more systematic examination of the writings. The reader in this matter cannot, it 
turns out, afford to be focused, like Aquinas himself, on problematics other than that of 
the sign thematically taken as such according to its proper being and action — at least 
not without running the risk of being misled, like Aertsen, into reaching a premature 

offeruntur, sicut Augustinus dicit in ii de doct. christ., ubi dicit quod ‘signum est quod praeter speciem 
quam ingerit sensibus, facit aliquid aliud in cognitionem venire.’ effectus autem intelligibiles non 
habent rationem signi, nisi secundum quod sunt manifestati per aliqua signa. et per hunc etiam modum 
quaedam quae non sunt sensibilia, dicuntur quodammodo sacramenta, inquantum sunt significata per 
aliqua sensibilia.”

221 By some sensible effects with which they are entangled in human experience.
222 Aertsen 1988: 230, text and notes.
223 Aquinas c.1256–1259, Quaestiones Disputatae de Veritate, q. 9. art. 4 ad 4 (Busa 3 p. 60): “dicendum, 

quod signum, proprie loquendo, non potest dici nisi aliquid ex quo deveniatur in cognitionem alterius 
quasi discurrendo; et secundum hoc, signum in angelis non est, cum eorum scientia non sit discursiva, 
ut in praecedentibus habitum est [q. 14. art. 15]. Et propter hoc etiam in nobis signa sunt sensibilia, 
quia nostra cognitio, quae discursiva est, a sensibilibus oritur.”

224 That is, by passing from the one thing as known first to the other as known after and because of 
the first.
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conclusion. For when other considerations are put aside or subordi nated to the problem 
of the being and action proper to signs, and the writings of St. Thomas are thematically 
perused in this light, even though he did not write them in this light (even though, that 
is to say, he did not write a systematic Tractatus de Signis), the problem with Augustine’s 
formula begins to appear as insurmountable.

Consider the following remarks. First, from the Disputed Questions on Truth, q. 9, art. 
4, the reply to ob jec tion 5:225

Even though in our experience of material objects whose effects are more known to us 
than are the causes a sign is something posterior in nature, nevertheless, that it be prior 
or posterior in nature does not belong to the rationale of sign properly understood, but 
only that it be something prior in our awareness.226

Whence not only can effects become within experience signs of causes, but so transi-
tively can causes become within experience signs of effects; for, as we will see,227 the rela-
tion constitutive of any sign as such cannot be reduced to any relation of cause or effect.

Second, even in the earlier text (the reply to the previous objection 4) cited by 
Aertsen as if settling the matter of Aquinas’ view of sign, the cited passage is imme-
diately followed by a sec ond statement which reveals a kind of schizophrenia within 
the thought of Aquinas about the sign. He contrasts sign “properly speaking” (“proprie 
loquendo”) with sign “in general” (“com mun iter dicere”):228

Only something from which we are led to the cognition of another discursively can be 
called a sign, properly speaking; and from this point of view there is no sign for an angel, 
since the knowledge of angels is not discursive,229 as was established in the preceding 

225 Aquinas c.1256/9, De Veritate q. 9, art. 4 ad 5 (Busa 3 p. 60): “Ad quintum dicendum, quod 
quamvis in naturalibus, quorum effectus sunt nobis magis noti quam causae, signum sit id quod est 
posterius in natura, tamen de ratione signi proprie accepta non est quod sit vel prius vel posterius in 
natura, sed solummodo quod sit nobis praecognitum: unde quandoque accipimus effectus ut signa 
causarum, sicut pulsum signum sanitatis; quandoque vero causas signa effectuum, sicut dispositiones 
corporum caelestium signa imbrium et pluviarum.”

226 Praecognitum: that is, a sign must be something which precedes the signified in knowledge 
logically, whether or not it so pre cedes temporally. This point will become crucial, as Poinsot will 
show, in the semiotic analysis not only of icons within perception and intellection (Poinsot 1632a: 
Book II, Question 2), but also in the analysis of sensation prescissively considered, where common and 
proper sensibles prove no less related by sign relations than one perceived object to another, or any 
object perceived or understood to the organism cognizing it (Poinsot 1632a: Book I, Question 6; see 
also Deely 2001: 522–535); so that the whole of our awareness, from its origins in sense experience to 
its loftiest constructs of understanding, proves to be a web of sign relations.

227 See Chapter 10 below; also Deely 2001: Chap. 10, and Poinsot 1632a: Book I, Question 2, 137/8 
note 4.

228 Aquinas c.1256/9: Quaestiones Disputatae de Veritate q. 9. art. 4. ad 4 (Busa 3 p. 60): “signum, proprie 
loquendo, non potest dici nisi aliquod ex quo deveniatur in cognitionem alterius quasi discurrendo; 
et secundum hoc, signum in angelis non est, cum eorum scientia non sit discursiva, ut in praecedenti 
quaestione est habitum. et propter hoc etiam in nobis signa sunt sensibilia, quia nostra cognitio, quae 
discursiva est, a sensibilibus oritur. sed communiter possumus signum dicere quodcumque notum 
in quo aliquid cognoscatur; et secundum hoc forma intelligibilis potest dici signum rei per ipsum 
cognoscitur. et sic angeli cognoscunt res per signa; et sic unus angelus per signum alii loquitur; scilicet 
per speciem, in cuius actu intellectus eius fit in ordine ad alium.”

229 An angel on forming a given concept sees without further ado all the logical implications of that 
concept, and it is for this reason that Thomas terms angelic knowledge “comprehensive” in contrast 
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question. And from this point of view too signs for human beings are sensible objects, 
because our knowledge, which is discursive, arises from sensible things. But, in general, 
we can say that anything whatsoever known on the basis of which some thing else is 
known, is a sign; and from this point of view a concept can be said to be a sign of what-
ever is known through it. And so angels do know things through signs; and so too does 
one angel speak to anoth er through a sign, namely, by means of a specifying form or 
concept in the actuality of which the under standing of the one angel is rendered directed 
or ordered to that of the other angel.

But in this light,230 a kind of “duck/rabbit” reversal takes place: “proprie loquendo” 
seems almost to say “loosely speaking” or “according to an unreflected way of putting 
the matter”; while “communiter” seems almost to say “strictly speaking” or “from the 
point of view of a scientific consideration of the matter”.

Yet other texts buttress this oppositional reversal. Again from the De Veritate, this 
time q. 4, in reply to a seventh objection to the effect that231 by as much as an effect is 
posterior, so much the more does it have the rationale of a sign. The example cited to 
support the objection is crucial:232

But a spoken word is a final effect issuing from the understanding. Therefore the ratio-
nale of sign belongs more to it than to the concept of the understanding; and likewise 
too the rationale of word, which is imposed from the manifestation of the concept.

Aquinas introduces at this point remarks implying some distinctions concerning the concept 
of the relation of cause to effect that will not be fully clarified for a long time after him,233 

to human knowledge as “discursive” for the reason that human intelligence typically requires time 
and further experience to realize out all the consequences of a given idea initially formed. In a cyclical 
and unchanging universe, thus, when an angel acts upon its knowledge there is no room for further 
learning, even if the action is mistaken. But when the medieval unchanging cosmological image gives 
way to the discovery that in fact there is no unchanging but only an evolutionary cosmos, though it 
remains that there is no room in the angelic mind for inferential knowledge, when predictions of future 
developments are replaced by actual developments at variance with the convictions, there becomes 
possible a learning by successive concepts not as implied in the previous concept but as a new concept 
realizing that the actual development here and now is at variance with the anticipated course of 
things there and then (Poinsot 1643: d. 42; Deely 2004b: 249ff.). That is a rather large difference that 
the cosmological image of an evolutionary universe in contrast to the mythical medieval cosmological 
image of a cyclical unchanging universe makes for “angelology”: for whereas the unchanging universe 
left no room for basic angelic learning, in that the future in awareness of the actual universe could 
differ only accidentally from the present in awareness of that universe, that is no longer the case in 
an evolutionary universe. Whereas in an unchanging cosmos there is discursive inferential learning 
for human intelligence but no such thing for angelic understanding, in an evolutionary cosmos there 
is still no discursive inferential learning for angels but there is now room for learning by successive 
discourse (“discursus successivus”). What difference this makes for the theological theory that the 
“fall of Satan” had to be once and for all with no “elbow room” for repentance is a question worth 
pondering; but let us leave that to the theologians for present purposes.

230 Compare Poinsot 1632a: 225/17–26, and 226/8–45.
231 “Quanto effectus est posterior, tanto magis habet rationem signi.”
232 “Sed verbum quod est in voce, est effectus postremus ab intellectu progrediens. Ergo ei magis 

convenit ratio signi quam conceptui mentis; et similiter etiam ratio verbi, quod a manifestatione imponitur.”
233 See, for example, Deely 2001: Chap. 15, p. 631ff. Here too we have to think of the bizarre failure 

of Augustine to forge any speculative link in his thinking between the verbum vocis and the verbum 
mentis upon which the “vox” depends: see Deely 2009: Appendix D, 231–235.
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framing his answer — his response to the objection — accordingly:234

The rationale of sign belongs by natural priority to an effect before it belongs to a cause 
when the cause is related to the effect as its cause of being, but not when related to the 
effect as its cause of signifying. But when an effect has from the cause not only the fact of 
its existence, but also the fact of its existing as signifying, in that case, just as the cause is 
prior to the effect in being, so is it prior in signifying; and for this reason the interior word 
possesses a rationale of signification that is naturally prior to that of the exterior word.

Perhaps even more intriguing is the lead Aquinas throws out in passing in the 4th 
of his Quaestiones Quodlibetales,235 when he distinguishes spoken words from what is un-
derstood by them: “the spoken word is a sign only and not what is signified; but what is 
understood is both sign and signified, as is also the thing.”

Clearly, over the years, whatever he said in his doctoral dissertation, Aquinas moved 
far beyond a simple-minded contrast of a “literal” to a “figurative or metaphorical” use 
of the term “sign” as it applied to psychological states in contrast with overt behavioral 
manifestations of those states, and as it applied in some generic, common sense to both.

Aquinas on Sign: Poinsot Ties the Loose Ends
John Poinsot (“Joannes a sancto Thoma”), the only classical Latin author to system-

atically study the writings of Aquinas from a semiotic point of view and to synthesize the 
results of that study in a formal Tractatus de Signis, resolved the schizophrenia we have 
pointed out by pointing out in turn that Aquinas himself never undertook to author a 
treatise on signs as such but contented himself with commenting on various aspects of 
the doctrine of signs as they impinged on various other concerns which Aquinas had 
taken as his thematic focus in this or that discussion. As a result, in his various remarks, 
depending on the focal theme of the particular discussion, one or another aspect of the 
action of signs would be in the foreground of Aquinas’ attention, and he would make his 
remarks accordingly. Only in this way can the schizophrenia of the writing about sign 
be overcome:236

In order to make clear the mind of St. Thomas on this question, one must reckon with 
the fact that sometimes he speaks of a sign precisely as it exercises the office of repre-
senting another besides itself, and in this way of speaking he concedes to the formal sign 
[concepts, the icons of perception and/or under stand ing, as we will see] the rationale of 
a sign simply. At other times St. Thomas speaks of signs which, as things objectified and 
first known, lead us to something signified, and in this usage he teaches that a sign is 
principally found in sensible things.

234 c.1256–1259, De Veritate q. 4. art. 1 ad 7 (Busa 3 p. 25): “ratio signi per prius convenit effectui 
quam causae, quando causa est effectui causa essendi, non autem significandi, sicut in exemplo proposito 
accidit. Sed quando effectus habet a causa non solum quod sit, sed etiam quod significet, tunc, sicut 
causa est prius quam effectus in essendo, ita in significando; et ideo verbum interius per prius habet 
rationem significationis quam verbum exterius, quia verbum exterius non instituitur ad significandum 
nisi per interius verbum.”

235 Aquinas, c.1269–1272, Quodlibetum Quartum q. 9. art. 17 (in Busa vol. 3 p. 461 col. 1: 019 
QDL n.4. q. 9. art. 2c.): “Dependet ergo unitas vel diversitas vocis significativ ae, sive complexae, sive 
incomplexae, ex unitate vel diversitate vocis vel intellectus; quorum unum, scilicet vox, est sig num et 
non signatum tantum; intellectus autem signum et signatum, sicut et res.”

236 Poinsot, Treatise on Signs (1632a), Book II, Question 1, 225/16–25.
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The schizoid appearance of the texts we have juxtaposed above from Aquinas, then, is 
nothing more than a by-product of the absence in the writing of an explicitly semiotic 
point of view systematically employed throughout. What the schizophrenia signaled 
(or “symptomatized”), it turns out, was an ultimate disquiet on the part of Aquinas, not 
with the general notion of sign as put in play by Augustine, but with the formula pro-
posed by Augustine to express that general notion in a definition. Aquinas, in the end, 
had no problem with the general notion itself (like Au gus tine, he knew almost nothing 
of Greek, nor does anything suggest that it occurred to him that there was no general 
notion of sign in Greek philosophy). His problem was with the definition Augustine 
had proposed for it, yet a definition he was initially inclined to adopt both because of its 
consonance with our first impressions about the action of signs within our experience as 
human beings and because of the weight of authority and respect which the name of Au-
gustine had come to carry in Latin tradition by the time Aquinas undertook his studies.

As the problem of metaphysics in the writings of Aquinas can be seen enig mat ic al ly 
com pressed in the formula from his Commentary on Aristotle’s First Philosophy, “non enim 
omne ens est huiusmodi” (“yet not all being is of this material kind”), so the problem of 
sign in the writings of Aquinas might be likewise compressed in a saying paraphrastic of 
his Commentary on Peter Lombard’s Sentences, apropos of Augustine’s definition in On 
Chris tian Doctrine of sign in general:237 non enim omne signum est huiusmodi (“yet not all 
signs are of the order of perceptible objects”).

Aquinas on Sign Synthesized
We become aware of signs, says Aquinas, in the objects presented by sense. Only 

later, if ever, do we come to realize that the psychological states which transform sensa-
tions into objects of perception and understanding are able to bring about this transfor-
mation, and so give structure and meaning to our experience of objects in their differ-
ence from sensations, only because these states themselves, i.e., the concepts themselves 
(“species expressae”) to which the passiones animae (“passions of the soul”) mentioned by 
Aristotle in his work On Interpretation give rise,238 are already themselves signs in the 
first place. Sensible objects at first seem to be but things; but, as we learn more and more 
of their connec tions with other objects, both in the world of nature and in the world of 
culture, these objects become more and more significant. But the ideas in the mind by 
which we think these objects, the thoughts by which we say how things appear to us and 
to be apart from us, these are signs from the beginning.

In his Disputed Questions on Truth, Aquinas elaborated.239 Signs for us are sensible 
objects because human knowledge as discursive originates from the senses. But it can be 
said more generally that a sign is anything known in which something other than itself 
is presented, and this is the case with an intellectual concept in presenting the intelligi-
bility of any object, or with a percept (phantasma) pre senting the desirability or undesir-
ability of any object. Thus the ideas and images, the thoughts in our mind, which alone 
transform physical sounds or marks into signs, are the cause of both the existence and 

237 See Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard (c.1254/56), Book IV, dist. 1, q. 1, quaestiunc. 
2.

238 This is a crucial but subtle point, which gave rise in Neothomism to the general “quo/quod 
fallacy”, confusing, as did Maritain himself in his early work, the profound difference between a 
specifying form as impressa and its consequence in provoking the species expressa: see Deely 2007, 
2007/2008, 2009a, 2010.

239 See the Disputed Questions on Truth (c.1256–1259), q. 4. art. 1 ad 7, q. 9. art. 4 ad 4 and ad 5.
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the exercise of the signification, for example, of linguistic signs, or generically of signs 
in zoösemiosis.

The words of human language, apart from the thoughts and habit structures bind-
ing the human community together through conventions and customs, fall back to the 
status of mere physical phenomena, of sounds and marks without significations. But 
within the context of human social interaction, these same sounds or marks are elevated 
at once to the level of sig nifying sounds and marks. Their becoming associated with 
and participation in the ideas and feelings of the ones discoursing is what brings about 
the transformation. Thus, not only the being of linguistic elements as signs, but also 
their actual exercise of signification, can be seen to depend on thought as cause. “And 
therefore the interior word, the thought or idea, has the rationale of sign more fun-
damentally than does the spoken or written word.”240 In this way angels, no less than 
human beings and brute animals, know things through signs, and through signs speak 
to one another.241

“A little less than the angels you made him, and a little more than the beasts.” As 
the angels apprehend objects always in their intelligibility, so human beings sometimes 
do too. Humans are like the angels in being able to know something of what things are. 
But like the beasts and unlike the angels, human beings first know objects not according 
to what they are but only according as they act here and now on the senses. The human 
animal first forms an Umwelt. Unlike the beasts which have no intellectual apprehen-
sion, but unlike the angels which have no power of sense perception, the human being 
becomes aware that the objects related to the perceiver and the perceiver’s interests also 
exist in the physical universe with an independence of that percep tion and those inter-
ests. This awareness, the inchoation of a semiotic consciousness, is the beginning of 
philosophy, science, and morals — of civil i zation as distinct from social interaction. It is 
the difference in principle between the Umwelt of animals and the Umwelt as human, 
between society and culture, between Umwelt and Lebenswelt.

There is a distinctively human use of signs which overlaps both the knowledge of 
angels and the awareness of animals. And this distinctively human use Augustine’s defi-
nition fails to capture. Augustine says what is true of the sign as it is found among brute 
animals and among human animals as well. But of the sign as it is found among human 
animals but not among brute animals, his definition misses the point.

As to signs among angels, what shall we say? It is not merely that Augustine’s origi-
nal definition of sign left the case out, it is the question of whether the case is really a 
case. Are there angels?

In Aristotle’s cosmology, the mathematical model of revolving spheres first devel-
oped by Eudoxus and later brought to such perfection by Ptolemy, interpreted as a 
physical model, provided inferential grounds for postulating the physical existence of 
“separated intelligences”, that is to say, intelligent, living substances which never had 
and never will have a body. Separated intelligences, that is to say, intellectual substances 
which are pure forms and not the form of a body.

In the Latin Age some saw this as a philosophical proof of the existence of angels, 
others argued that the angels whose existence is spoken of in the revealed scriptures 

240 Ibid. 4. 1. ad 7: “et ideo verbum interius per prius habet rationem significationis quam verbum 
exterius.” The point is expanded upon under the topic of the dependency of the instrumental on the 
formal sign in Poinsot’s Tractatus de Signis, 1632a: 271/22–42.

241 Ibid. 9. 4. ad 4: “Et sic angeli cognoscunt res per signa, et unus angelus per signum alteri 
loquitur.”
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have nothing to do with the “separated intelligences” postulated to move the celestial 
spheres. But in either case, separated intelligences and scriptural angels have in common 
that they are understood to be intellectual substances of a purely spiritual or wholly im-
material nature, living forms without and apart from matter. Human souls, by contrast, 
even if immortal, are only separable substances and even this only “in part”, for as actu-
ally separated they become incomplete, being spiritual forms indeed (hence as immortal 
separable from matter) but yet forms created individually to animate this or that indi-
vidual and material body,242 a fact which Aquinas saw as one of the ‘verisimilitudes from 
the order of nature of something taught by the faith’243 (in this case the doctrine of the 
resurrection of the bodies in the formation at the end of time of a “new heavens and a 
new earth”, the parousia).

Now from the doctrine of angels we are arriving at a notion of a use of signs that 
transcends the cognitive activity of the brutes and even that of humans, although not 
entirely; and yet the philosophical grounds on which were postulated of old substances 
of the sort angels would be have long since in the main turned to sand. Yet it is not nec-
essary to determinately establish the actual existence of angels in the order of ens reale in 
order to make use of them in the development of hypotheses or “thought experiments” 
that determinately bear on that order. The case is not at all like that of the existence 
of God, where, unless it be determinately established that he is as an actual existent all 
other proofs “that he is” good, “that he is” one, etc., are mere “noumena”, empty con-
ceptual constructs. For we are not trying to establish an actual science of angels. That 
they be mere hypotheses is enough,244 as long as that supposition is coupled with the 

242 Poinsot 1643: disp. 42, art. 1, 474 ¶29 + d. 41, a. 3, 596 ¶57 + d. 41, a. 3, 600 ¶71: “Et qui 
comprehenderet potentiam materiae, etiam deberet cognoscere animam rationalem ad quam est 
in potentia, licet illa per creationem sibi infundatur ab extra”; quia “Deus infundit et creat animan 
rationalem quando materia est disposita”, unde “nec supernaturalis est ejus creatio” — “Anyone 
seeking to understand the potentiality of matter needs to think about the rational soul to which matter 
stands in potency, even though that soul is infused through a creation from without into matter”; 
for “God infuses and creates the rational soul whenever the appropriate conditions in matter come 
about”, whence “there is nothing whatever supernatural about the coming into existence of the human soul”, 
if we understand that creation is precisely, as we saw above for Aquinas (p. 202f.), the maintenance in 
existence here and now of finite beings as producing changes by their interacting with the resultance 
from those interactions of precisely the “new individuals or substances” that the changed dispositions 
and circumstances of matter (“materia signata quantitate”, “matter signed by quantity”, which makes 
individuation within species of material substance inevitable) demand. See further citations in Deely 
2004b: Section E, 220–222.

243 Aquinas c.1257/8: Super Boethius De Trinitate, Q. 2. art. 3c (Busa 4 p. 525): “cum in imperfectis 
inveniatur aliqua imitatio perfectorum, in ipsis, quae per naturalem rationem cognoscuntur, sunt 
quaedam similitudines eorum quae per fidem sunt tradita”; whence philosophy can be used within 
theology “ad notificandum per aliquas similitudines ea quae sunt Fidem”.

244 Cf. Maritain 1959: 220–221: “It is impossible to say that the possible existence of pure spirits 
implies any contradiction. For the notions of spirit, knowledge, love, far from implying existence in 
matter, of themselves imply immateriality. That pure spirits do exist in fact,” he goes on to argue, we 
have “some well-founded indications of the natural order”, indications which turn out to be dialectical, 
not probative, be it noted. “But even if this existence be taken as simply possible, metaphysics is not 
dispensed from considering its discoverable laws. He who has not meditated on the angels will never 
be a perfect metaphysician”, and the theological tract on the angels inspired by the extravagant and 
detailed pseudo-descriptions of the infamous Pseudo-Dionysius, at least as it is found in the Summa 
of Aquinas, “virtually contains a purely metaphysical treatise concerning the ontological structure of 
immaterial subsistents, and the natural life of a spirit detached from the constraints of our empirical 
world.” Such “knowledge as we can thus acquire of pure created spirits”, Maritain concludes, belongs 
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determinate judgment that material being does not exhaust reality. Maritain gives an 
interesting illustration of the point based on quantum indeterminacy:245

It is impossible for human science to know determinately the behaviour of a corpuscle at 
each in stant. For human science observes and measures things with the aid of material 
instruments and in virtue of physical activities, and can only see an electron by jogging 
it with light. But suppose a pure spirit, who knows without material means (and so, no 
longer by means of empiriological concepts) the behaviour of this corpuscle at each in-
stant; such a spirit would see that the principle of causality applies strictly and in its full 
ontological sense. The hypothesis of a pure spirit has no meaning for the physicist. But 
if it had no meaning for a metaphysician, there would be no metaphysics.

Aquinas on Sign in Hindsight:  
Analogy as an Instance of Anthroposemiosis

But let us return to the time of Aquinas. See how tardily, we can say from that time, 
are the philosophers of being arriving at the problematic rooted in the human use of signs! 
And in this arrival even the angels, be they merely beings of intellectual imagination (for 
no brute animals could dream them up), have played a role that is actual if only historically. 
We move in the history of philosophy not in the order of knowledge already in hand to be 
clarified, what the medievals called the ordo disciplinae (“order of exposition”). Histor i cal 
development reveals more the opposite, the order of discovery, or ordo inventionis, where 
hypotheses (“abductive guesses”) play an indispensable part. Practically everything seems 
to get discovered ahead of the sign, and all of it comes to bear eventually on the specula-
tive requirements for rendering an account of what the being proper to sign is once one 
becomes aware of it and of its ubiquituous role in knowledge, experience, and reality.

Take, as an illustration, the problem of analogy, which, we saw above, seems to be 
what is at the forefront of the problem of metaphysical knowledge when we ask how is 
it possible to speak of “being” as a unified subject of inquiry, what is that psychological 
condition or state, that consequence of passio animae, on the basis of which being as such 
becomes an object of human understanding?

Being as such is not a thing but a distinctively human object of understanding in the 
light of which we are able to come to understand the objective structure of experience 
as an interweaving of mind-independent with mind-dependent elements, and thence 
further the created character of the physical world as “dependent in being” regardless 
of whether or not it has always existed and will always exist. For it is in this light that 
we come to understand that God is Ipsum Esse Subsistens and that the physical universe 
throughout is by consequence ens per participationem essendi — being through a partici-
pation of existing.

In the light of this distinctive object we can thematize the difference between objects 
and things, between related things or objects and relations themselves, and between fi-
nite and infinite things. In this light, the light of being, we are able to ask about God 
and the world, and dispute whether there are angels and whether there is life after death. 
Neither a concept nor a thing, “being as such” as an object is unique precisely because 
its internal unity is not that of a substance nor that of an accident, but of a nature which 
transcends substance and accident to enable us to see both as beings, and to see being 

determinately to “intellection by analogy” and to what we know from direct experience of the structure 
of finite being in its contrast to the infinite being of God wherein esse is the essentia.

245 Maritain 1975: 191.
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itself as “able to be said in many ways” dependent upon the Creative Source of existence. 
The “analogy of being” presupposes, on the side of our knowledge, distinctively human 
discourse which makes the analogous unity of being as such possible in its own right as 
objective. To every objective state over and above sensation as such there corresponds, 
not in particular (one-to-one) but generically, a subjective state, an Innenwelt, on the 
basis of which that objective state is presented in awareness. To every Umwelt there cor-
responds an Innenwelt. But the sign is what mediates the two. What is this being which 
is neither subjective nor objective in its proper being, restricted neither to nature nor to 
culture in its functioning?

The problem of analogy, in this light, suddenly appears as but a fragment of the 
much larger problem of the role of signs in knowledge, a species-specifically human 
case of the use of signs, truly enough, which even the angels have helped historically 
to identify, but a “species” under a “genus” nonetheless (a “token under a type”, as 
might better be said), the “genus” (or should we say “genius”) signum. This is why 
Heidegger speaks of the problem of being in terms of a unity that being exhibits prior 
to the categories; and why he sees in Cajetan’s doctrine of analogy, as also in Aquinas’ 
doctrine of the transcendentals,246 attempts to get at the fundamental problem which 
yet are not attempts sufficiently clarified in principle. For the problem lies deeper 
still than any awareness of diversity, and goes to the possibility for beings to appear 
in any guise in the first place, particularly as “things”, apparently independent objects 
within experience. Whence derives the clearing within which objects stand as things, 
real or apparent?

So the knowledge of being may depend on the prior action of signs; but being must 
become known before signs can become known, and the investigation of the action of 
signs must await the establishment of the reality of what is acting, if the science is not to 
be empty. And what comes first before or into our awareness is not a sign as such but being 
as a distinctive object, the “formal object”, as we may now say, distinctive of understand-
ing as species-specifically human.

The Problem of Being as First Known: the ‘Objectum Formale’ of Human Understanding
Well, you can see that it is beginning to look as if Aquinas left to posterity mainly 

problems! This is why he figures so large in any adequate introduction to or history of 
philosophy in the Latin Age (“medieval philosophy”), because, although as a theologian 
he was concerned to give Christian answers to questions, he never let his answers stand 
in the way of the further questions always to be raised by human beings as thinkers, 
Christian or not. He lived by the motto Peirce suggested many centuries later: “Do not 
block the road of inquiry!” As a theologian he provided answers, but he never let his 
theological role stifle the spirit of the philosopher in him which breathes where it will. 
As a philosopher, he raised more questions than any theologian of whatever sect could 
hope or credibly pretend to solve. This is why his writings live through the centuries 
long after most theologians’ tomes have fallen to dust and even after “departments of 
theology” have largely given way to “departments of religious studies”. Like being it-
self, Aquinas stands as a transcendental figure, unable to be fit without remainder into 
any one category. He was theologian and more than theologian, mystic and saint; but 
he was also philosopher and more than philosopher. He was a human thinker of the 
first order.

246 See Deely 2001: Chap. 15, p. 648, where the derivation of the transcendentals from within 
being-as-first-known is diagramed.
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Stepping Outside the Latin Age Briefly  
to Glance at the Problem of Being at 20th Century’s End

Among the enigmatic bequeathments of Aquinas was his notion of ens ut primum 
cognitum, “being as the object distinctive of human understanding”, which reap pears 
in postmodern times most clearly (which is not to say fully clearly!) with Heidegger’s 
Seinsfrage (“Being-question”),247 but also earlier, if at first glance more obscurely, as the 
Peircean category of “Firstness”. This notion was not of being as providing the object 
of metaphysics, ens inquantum ens (“being-insofar-as-it-is-being”). Still less was it the ens 
mobile et sensibile (“change able being”) of phys ics. Nor was it the indi vi duales materiales 
et sensibiles (“material and sensible individuals”) which are the common object of the 
sensations of all the ani mals, the common material out of which each species of animal 
constructs its species-specific objective world. In the Neothomistic revival,248 I am sure 
that no greater mistake was made than the assumption by some of its principal figures 
that ens ut primum cognitum (“being as the object distinctive of human understanding”) 
could simply be equated with ens reale sensibile (“sensible physical249 being”), or at least 
with mind-independent being as such (ens reale) first given by sense, and that is the end 
of it. They thought there was no need to pause, nothing here to pause over, so that they 
could move on from there to what really interested them, the “being” which metaphys-
ics has as its object, “being as such”. That sensible being is not of itself intelligible but 
has to be made intelligible by the human intellect itself, as Kant also had recognized 
in his attempt to synthesize the rationalist and empiricist currents of modernity, they 
hardly took notice or made serious effort to explain. (Empty formulas and metaphors on 
this point were enough to throw out in passing.)

Along the way they ran afoul of Heidegger, and the end of the modern era. The 
dispute between realism and idealism at a stroke was superseded, and the champions 
of realism, locked in a struggle to the death with modern idealism, awakened to find 
that their problematic had died with the modern age. For the requirements of postmo-
dernity, their preoccupations were not so much wrong as they were too narrow; their 

247 See Deely 1971a for general background; and “The Peculiar Case of Firstness” in Deely 2001: 
Chap. 15, p. 645ff.

248 I don’t know of a single important figure in the late modern Thomistic revival who accepted for 
himself the label “Neothomist”. Maritain and Gilson rejected it with particular vigor. But here it is not 
a question of how they thought of themselves, but of where they appear in history and how that place 
should be named. I doubt that Porphyry or Proclus thought of themselves as “Neoplatonists”, anymore 
than Gilson or Maritain thought of themselves as “Neothomists”. Still, the “Neoplatonists” were the 
Platonists who belong to a definite historical epoch after Plato, with its distinctive preoccupations 
and problems. Just so, the “Neothomists” were the Thomists of the revival of Thomism called into 
being by Pope Leo XIII’s 1879 encyclical, Aeterni Patris. This revival was distinctively concerned 
to vindicate, against the modern idealist doctrine that the mind knows only what the mind itself 
makes, the rights of the Thomistic doctrine that the mind is capable of a grasp of things as they 
exist in reality. This was the modern meaning of “realism”, as also of the post-Aquinian “scholastic 
realism” that Peirce identified as belonging to the distinctive essence of pragmaticism in its difference 
from pragmatism and modern philosophy generally (Peirce 1905: CP 5.423; discussed in Deely 2001: 
Chap. 15, “Pragmaticism is not Pragmatism”, p. 616ff.). The Thomists who were preoccupied with 
the claims of modern idealism, and especially who championed realism against that idealism, are, as 
a historical group and intellectual movement of the 19th and 20th century, the “Neo-Thomists”, and 
belong as much to late modernity as did Descartes and Locke to early modernity. To see Neothomism 
as what it is, one needs a rear-view mirror.

249 See the gloss below on “The Term ‘Physical’ as Used by the Latins”, p. 319.



 8 ❑ The Challenge of Reason 255

polemics were not misguided but out of date; their positions were not too dogmatic but 
insufficiently fundamental.

With Heidegger, who never pretended to be a Thomist first and foremost but sim-
ply a philosopher in his own right (and with some success), philosophy for the first 
time in its long history was forced to begin systematically to thematize, directly and 
clearly, the profound problematic of ens ut primum cognitum. Intimately bound up with 
the problem of the sign which Peirce had thematized only slightly earlier, the com-
bined works of these two men ignorant of one another — Charles Peirce in America 
and Martin Heidegger in Germany — more than any others, effected the overthrow 
of the epistemological paradigm which defined mo der nity and began that new epoch 
of philosophical thought and history which we designate, for want of a better name, 
“postmodern”.250

So, if we may indulge just a bit further in anachronism respecting the Latin Age, 
it is interesting that, from within the very perspectives of Neothomism itself, not only 
did Maritain himself wind up rejecting the name “Christian philosophy” as proper to 
philosophy-come-of-age and as fully itself, but the name his close intellectual associate 
and literary executor prefaces Maritain’s last book by suggesting as best to replace this 
designation is one from which, at this point of history, the influence of Heidegger can-
not be dissociated:251

If philosophy is called theo-philosophy, ‘philosophy of God’, from its most sublime intitu-
lation, yet it prefers the name of Seinsphilosophy, ‘philosophy of being’, because this latter 
name is redolent of its lowly origins together with its highest object: the deity which is 
self-subsistent existence itself.252

But we must not get too far ahead of the story. Our immediate concern is to make 
clear what the problem of being-as-first-known was as it appeared in the works and time 
of Aquinas.

250 Postmodernity, we shall see in our closing Chapter, is that immediate future of philosophy upon 
the ex haustion of the energies which gave life to the philosophical problems and preoccupations of the 
mainstream figures who, after and along with Descartes, defined the first age of philosophy within the 
national languages which succeeded Latin as the vehicle of intel lectual culture.

251 Korn 1973: xxiv–xxv: “Si de son nom le plus sublime, la philosophie est appelée théo-philosophie, 
elle préfère le nom de Seinsphilosophie parce que celui-ci lui rappelle ses humble origines en même temps 
que son objet le plus haut: la déité qui est l’être même subsistant.” Korn’s preference as expressed here 
is supported by Black’s remark in the following note.

252 What Korn has in mind in speaking thus had been noted slightly earlier in his text (Korn 1973: 
xxiv n. 34): “Don’t forget that metaphysics, in the writings of Aristotle and Aquinas, bears the name 
of theology insofar as it is a knowledge of divine things”, always keeping in mind Aquinas’s distinction 
between theology as founded on revelation and theology as a part of philosophy. But Black reminds 
us (1987: 406–407) of what should be taken as a cautionary tale in this area: “Philosophers as a whole 
have often been tempted to make philosophy into the image of its loftiest objects. Through this act 
of hubris, they set their sights on a worthy, but perhaps unattainable, ideal, and in its relation to that 
ideal, all less exalted goals inevitably pale by comparison. But if we reject this sort of philosophical 
hubris as inappropriate, if we opt instead to acknowledge the limitations of the philosopher as a human 
subject, if we realize that these limitations are not confined to the outward and corporeal aspects of 
human existence, but that they pervade the speculative life as well — then we will be obliged to alter 
radically this philosophical ideal. Perhaps ironically, ... the Arabic philosophers have provided us the 
wherewithal to accomplish such a task. For they have shown us the multiplicity of rational and quasi-
rational processes that we have at our disposal.”
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The “Formal Object” of Latin Scholasticism (Peirce’s “Ground”)253

A little “medieval psychology” is needed at this juncture in order to understand 
the main analytical point around which turned the problem of being as first known for 
Aquinas. The medi evals had a discipline of psychology, but it was both broader than 
what we call “psychol ogy” today and had a quite different focus.254 Medieval psychol-
ogy was not concerned with what we call today “psychological states” so much as with 
the intelligible structure of the soul as capable of performing operations of cognition, 
appe tition, locomotion, and nourishment. (Thus even plants fell within the medievals’ 
notion of psy chol ogy!) In their “rational psychology” (de anima rationali), they were in-
terested in distinguishing and enumerating the various “powers” or “capacities” the soul 
had for knowing. Through how many distinct channels does the soul achieve cognitive 
contact with the environment, and how are these channels made to work together or 
cooperate in the revelation and construction of the objects of experience?

The Latin philosophers, taking a cue from Aristotle, developed a unique and power-
ful analyt ic tool for dealing with such questions, the notion of the formal object, which 
they defined as whatever is directly and essentially attained by a power and by reason of 
which whatever else is attained is attained. Thus, the formal object of sight is differenti-
ated light (“color”, but color in this sense). Because the eye is sensitive to differences in 
light, it can therefore also see shapes, positions, movements, sizes; but take away the light 
and everything disappears.255 The eye sees nothing. The formal object of hearing is 
sound. Because the ear is sensitive to a range of tonal differences, it can hear sirens and 
symphonies as well as public lectures in philosophy. But suppress sound waves and the 
ear hears nothing.

By this means, the Latins were able to distinguish in the soul a hierarchy of cogni-
tive and affective powers, as well as locomotive ones. The list, like that of Aristotle’s 
categories, was a matter of some dispute. But the school of Thomas Aquinas gener-
ally identified an interplay of ten formally distinct cognitive channels256 which together 
establish the objective world on the basis of the physical interactions which directly  

253 See Deely 2001: Chap. 15, p. 641ff.; and the discussion of “primary iconism” in Eco 2000: 
103–122.

254 I might mention that Timothy Gannon (1904–1991), who founded the Department of Psychol-
o gy at Loras College in 1956, devoted the last year of his life, fighting against the clock of a terminal 
cancer, to writing a history of psychology from the Greeks to the present day, concentrating especially 
on the establishment of psychology as a modern academic and scientific discipline after Wundt (1832–
1920). For such a task, his prior training in philosophy was indispensable. For not only is psychology 
the latest scientific step-child of philosophy, but psy chology as an established academic discipline 
has so far indulged the fantasy that history is unimportant in a science, with the result that most 
practitioners of psychology know little of their provenance and less of the limitations of a thorough 
present-mindedness. In this climate, Gannon’s book, Shaping Psychology (1991), provides a unique and 
much needed overview of psychology today, or, as he put it in his subtitle, a view of “How we got where 
we’re going”.

255 Neothomist authors took sometimes to calling external sense “infallible”, meaning by this no 
more than that a given external sense power responds only to an actual stimulus, and in its response 
attains directly nothing other than its formal object. The point is valid, but the terminology is 
misleading if not hopeless, in that all that it really says is that any power either knows its formal object 
along with whatever else that object makes cognitively available or it knows nothing at all. In this sense, 
the sense of an “on-off” switch, every power is “infallible” respecting its formal object, as Aquinas did 
indeed note.

256 With the caveat entered in note 274 of this chapter below.
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activate the senses. Of these ten powers, nine were common to human animals and other 
higher animal forms.257

The nine common to all higher animals are the following. First, the five external 
senses of sight (having differentiated light for its formal object), hearing (with the formal 
object of sounds), smell (with odors for its formal object), taste (with the formal object 
of flavors), and touch (with the formal object of the textures of bodily surfaces).258 Over 
and above these, in hierarchical order, are a “common sense”, that is to say, a synthetic 
sense,259 which has for its formal object the combining of the input of the five external 
senses to make of their input a unified field; memory, which recognizes in present sen-
sory stimuli features of past stimulation; imag i na tion, which puts together sensations 
and memories in ways that will serve the interests of the organism; and a vis aestimativa 
or estimative power, which evaluates the perceptual situation overall in terms of what is 
to be sought after and what avoided or ignored here and now.

Why Sensations Do Not Involve Mental Icons
The school that developed on the basis of the writings of Aquinas was somewhat 

unique in con sistently and forcefully denying that there were any mental images in-
volved in sensation as such. Their reason for this denial was quite fundamental. The 
objects of sensation, being objects physical and material, are on the same level as the 
ex ternal sense powers, which have a physiological structure and are activated by specific 
physical stimuli.260 Not only is it the case that sensation is the action of the sensible on 
the sense (“actio sensibilis in sensu”), but, as an immediate consequence, logically speak-
ing, it is also the case that actual sensation is of the singular individualities that make up 
the environment as here and now stimulating the sense powers.261 Since the object in the 
case of sense, inasmuch as it provides physical stimuli to the sense power,262 is here and 
now present to the sense as part (like the sense itself) of the physical environment, and 
since the object as sensory stimulus and the sense power stimulated are on the same level 
without any dis pro portion to be overcome, to posit a sense image is entirely superfluous.

257 This is an interesting and underdeveloped topic. See Deely 1971, now reprinted in Cobley Ed. 
2009: Reading #4, 91–139.

258 Today, it is generally recognized that temperature constitutes a formal object distinct from texture; 
and there are other scientific refinements possible upon the basic scheme. But all such refinements rely 
implicitly on the analytic technique by which the scholastics grounded the basic scheme of cognitive 
sense powers in the first place. See, e.g., Hoffmeyer 2008: Chap. 2 and passim.

259 Not to be confused, therefore, with “common sense” as signifying the sound practical judg ment 
that is independent of spec ial ized knowledge or training.

260 The specific aspect of a stimulus conveyed through a physical action of environment on sense 
organ the Latins called species impressa, “an impressed form of specification”, a term of much mystery 
and dispute, which meant in the end little more than the aspect of a stimulus according to which it 
causes, say, a “C” chord to sound rather than a “D” chord; or a surface to appear “green” rather than 
“crimson red”, etc. Nonetheless, as Maritain notes (1959: 115), this noetic notion of species, both as a 
specification impressa and as one expressa, “has no counterpart in our modern languages”, and is one of 
the several examples of “medieval” notions of central cenoscopic importance. The present case I have 
examined in detail in Deely 2007.

261 Aquinas, 1267/8, In II de Anima, lect. 12: “sensus secundum actum sunt singularium quae sunt 
extra animam”.

262 The qualification, “inasmuch as”, is crucial, for example, in the case of a dead star which yet 
exists presently in its light rays. See Maritain’s discussion of the point (1959: 118n1); and also the 
excellent discussion in a classic of late modern Neothomism, Cahalan 1985: esp. Ch. 10.
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Aquinas is about as emphatic and clear on the point as is discursively possible. Mari-
tain263 pins on this point the basis of realism itself in philosophy. Well before Ockham 
got the credit for inventing shaving, so to speak, Aquinas in his work used the so-called 
“Ockham’s razor”264 — the idea that theoretical entities should be posited as seldom as 
possible: entia non multiplicanda sunt praeter necessitatem (“explan atory hypotheses which 
explain the same phenomenon with the postulation of fewer factors are to be preferred”) 
— to show as superfluous the doctrine that Ockham and other late Latins would teach 
in holding that external sense attains its object only in an image formed by the mind.

Why Perceptions Do Involve Mental Icons
In the case of the powers of internal sense, the situation is quite different. To per-

ceive a sound as a police siren, to perceive an ambulance from a white surface with a red 
pattern, to respond to a danger from a falling rock, all this requires an active interpre-
tation of envi ron mental stimuli on the side of the organism. The organism forms a 
perception or image, on the basis of which it relates to a pattern of sensory stimulus as an 
object of experience (such as “a rock falling toward me”). Here there is a disproportion 
between the stimulus as such activating external sense and what is perceived as object. 
Moreover, the stimulus may be misperceived, it may be interpreted as something which 
is actually not even there in the environment where perception indicates it to be (as in 
the case of a misperceived or mislocated sound, for example).

The sensory stimulus, thus, provides an objectified selection here and now of as-
pects of the physical surroundings sustaining the organism through a whole range and 
series of interactions, and far the greater part of these interactions form no part of the 
sensation as such; but the transformation and objective arrangement of these “sensed” 
aspects into what are experienced as objects to be sought, avoided, or safely ignored 
within an Umwelt is the work of the perceiving organism, not of the objects perceived. 
A sensation is always of something physically there; but the object perceived in con-
sequence of that sensation is not always something physically there, but mayhap only 
objectively. The organism may be psychotic, schizophrenic, or merely mistaken in what 
it mainly perceives through and on the basis of what it senses.

For both these reasons — to remove the disproportion between stimulus and re-
sponse, and to supply for the presence of the perceived object as perceived — “ideas”, 
psy chological mental con structs, concepts (which the Latins called generically species ex-
pressa, “expressed specifying form”, that is, a form of conscious ness which directs aware-
ness to interpret this rather than that) must be formed on the side of the perceiving 
organism as the basis for its cognitive, affective, and/or motor response to the object 
perceived. Thus sens o ry images occur in perception, but not in sen sa tion.

The argument here anticipates, more or less completely, the famous notion of “Ge-
stalt” that would be introduced into scientific psychology in the early decades of the 20th 

263 Maritain 1959: 118 note 1.
264 Quite curiously, another of history’s tasty ironies, the phrase for which Ockham gets everywhere 

credit and fame in mo der ni ty nowhere occurs in his actual writing (Thorburn 1918). Yet the very 
phrasing occurs commonly in the writings of Aquinas and other Latins who both preceded Ockham 
and showed a better grasp of what is simple and what complex in natural phenomena, particularly as 
relating to cognition. Even though alternative versions of the formula do occur in Ockham, and are 
invoked again and again (see Tornay 1938: 9), there remains the irony that the actual wording of what 
has come everywhere to be called “Ockham’s razor” (for example, the version that Peirce cites — 
1903b: CP 5.26) is found as such in Aquinas and earlier authors, and never in Ockham’s own text.
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century through the work of Max Wertheimer and Wolfgang Köhler.265 The field of 
perception reveals objects in a way and according to properties that cannot be derived 
from a mere summation of its purely sensory components. For sensations, analytically 
prescissed and con sid ered as such, are physical relations caused by physical stimuli and 
resulting in relations of aware ness or apprehension based on the stimulation and ter-
minating in the source of the stim u lation. Perceptions also found cognitive relations as 
terminating in the sensory stimulus, but by add ing to or wrapping that stimulus within 
an interpretation which transforms it into an object of experience (a “cognitive type”) 
which may or may not be real, and may or may not exist in the physical world the way it 
is perceived to exist objectively.

With the Latins’ breakdown of objectivity into the three levels of understanding, 
perception, and sensation, the last of which necessarily involves physical relations to 
which the first two add various cognitive relations of the organism’s own devising, only 
some of which are also physical, we can see, quite clearly, that the Latins are explaining 
the Innenwelt to which an Umwelt or objective world corresponds under a quite differ-
ent termi nology and according to a methodology distinctive of their period.

Relations in the Noetic of Aquinas266

The famous “problem of the external world”, to judge from the texts, never so much 
as occurred to the thinkers of Aquinas’ day. For St Thomas, even though he distin-
guished between cognition as an immanent activity occurring within the knowing sub-
ject, as distinguished from transitive action or “factio” which was an action productive 
of effects outside the acting subject, there was never a moment’s doubt that the direct 
and immediate object of animal awareness was the environment of surrounding things.

The actio immanens of awareness (or “cognition”) in the analysis of Aquinas, as we 
have just seen above, two generic to all animals, namely, sentire and phantasiari (“sensa-
tion” and “perception”), and only one species-specifically human, namely, intelligere, 
the awareness of the surroundings as “things” to be understood. Of these three levels 
of activity, two — phantasiari and intelligere — depend upon mental representations, 
and one — sentire — occurs prior to and, prescissively considered, quite independent of 
mental representation.

Now since awareness itself occurs within the knowing organism and so becomes 
part of its subjectivity, how is it that the object of that awareness is not from the first also 
part of subjectivity? Lack of doubt on any given point tends to create lack of comment 
on that same point, and this is largely true of Aquinas on the point in question. There 
is no doubt at all on his part that primary awareness is primarily of the world that envi-
rons us, the physical universe. Yet looking back on the analytical situation of medieval 
times concerning this point, I would say that what saves Aquinas from antinomy in this  

265 Wertheimer 1912; Köhler 1929. See the discussion in Gannon 1991: 76, and esp. “Gestalt 
Psychology”, 100–103. In late mod ern philosophy, Wittgenstein, flailing about to escape the 
nominalistic fly-bottle of his own mind, would introduce his famous “duck-rabbit” (borrowed 
from Jastrow 1900) to argue the inadequacy of the modern sense-data approach to phenomena of 
perception. But Wittgenstein mistook the “aspect-seeing” or “seeing-as” phenomenon for something 
a-typical of perception (c.1931–1950: II, 195), simply because everyday objects appear to us normally 
in an unambiguous fashion. He thus missed the main point of the argument for the difference between 
sensation and perception as such. See the discussion in Monk 1990: 507–516.

266 The reader should bear in mind here the matter of the compass of the difficulties attendant upon 
Plato’s and Aristotle’s initial identification of relation as a form of to ojn, as gathered in note 65 of 
Chapter 4, p. 99 above.
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matter was his firm demonstration of the reality of relation as involved from the start in 
the knowledge situation.

Now the modern “Thomistic revival” is not strong on this point. Authors in that 
line emphasize the explicit texts in Aquinas which say that “the form of the known with-
out the matter of the known is in the knower” (alternatively, “the form of the known 
is in the knower intentionally rather than entitatively”), and proceed to claim that this 
suffices to explain how the known is outside and other than the knower.

Which it does not. For what is in the knower, with or without “matter”, is in the 
knower, a part of its subjectivity. Unless the operative background assumptions in Aqui-
nas himself concerning the reality of relation in general and concerning specifically the 
role of relation in awareness and knowledge are explicitly brought to the foreground, 
one — for example, Owens Cognition of 1992 — winds up with an “epistemology” which 
uses the language of Aquinas, but says in fact just what the language of Descartes says 
in his Discourse of 1637 and Meditations of 1641, “without a dime’s worth of difference”. 
After all, if two speakers say the same thing in two different languages, you will not be 
able to see the overlap unless you are familiar with both the languages.

What explains awareness within the knower having as object something that does 
not reduce to the knower’s own subjectivity is the medieval distinction between thing 
and object which becomes reversed in Descartes and after (where object and thing tend 
to become used synonymously), but which in the medieval context never achieved full 
thematization, yet was based on this: that a thing may or may not have a relation to a fi-
nite knower, whereas an object is not an object unless it is involved in just such a relation.

Now relation, as we have seen, in one sense has rather simple entitative structure, 
requiring just three elements, the relation itself, its foundation, and its terminus; yet in 
another sense is the most elusive of all realities because it is so febrile, so intangible, so 
“minimal”, as Aquinas says, when considered in the order of ens reale. Moreover, the fact 
that it is the positive being of the relation itself that makes a foundation be a foundation, 
and not merely some subjective feature, is a point that I have seen nowhere discussed in 
the literature, yet it is for this reason that anything serving to found a relation necessar-
ily has correlative to it also a terminus. Now if we ask where among these three elements 
constituting relation as a mode of being does an object fit, it is clear that the foundation 
is in the knower, the relation itself over and above the knower’s subjectivity, so that the 
object is rather the terminus of the relation, also (like the relation it terminates) over and 
above and irreducible to the subjectivity of the knower.

This made explicit, it is clear why the primary object of awareness is for St Thomas 
other than the subjectivity of the knower: the immanent action of the cognition itself 
is in the knower as foundation for a relation of awareness terminating at what is other 
than the knower in the whole of its subjectivity, namely, the object of the awareness. 
Of course this picture is complicated when we advance to the consideration of reflexive 
awareness and self-awareness; but the question here is not the later and higher stages of 
apprehension but the origin of awareness which, for Aquinas, is awareness of the sur-
rounding environment of the animal organism.

If we apply this doctrine of relation now to the three levels of awareness that Aqui-
nas considers irreducible in human being, we arrive at the following.

In sensation, Aquinas tells us,267 to sense “follows on the action of the sensible 
upon the sense” without the addition of any icon (any mental representation) on the  

267 Aquinas i.1268/69. In libros de sensu et sensato, lc 10 n. 14 (Busa 4 p. 378): “sentire, quod sequitur 
actionem sensibilis in sensum, non fit secundum addiscere, sed secundum speculari, idest non habet 
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organism’s side. The “immanent action” in the case of sentire is founded on the simple 
stimulation (the “species expressa”) giving to the sense specification to be aware of this 
and not something else by reason of a relation to the source of the stimulation which has 
that source as specifying for its terminus, i.e., its “object of awareness”.

But this relation itself is singled out by Aquinas only indirectly, and by a rather 
strange use of words. In sensation, he says, there is “a twofold change, the one natural, 
the other spiritual”:268

The spiritual change takes place according as the form of the thing sensed is received 
in the one sensing according to a spiritual existence, as for example the form of color in 
the eye which does not by this form become itself of that color. This spiritual change, 
through which the intention of the form of the sensible comes to be in the organ of 
sense, is required for the activation of the sense, for otherwise, if a natural change [i.e., 
a subjective modification of the animal organism] alone sufficed for the act of sensing all 
material bodies would sense whenever they were modified.

Now I say that the “spiritual change through which the intention of the form of 
the sensible comes to be in the organ of sense” refers to the relation itself terminating 
at the surroundings as active here and now upon the animal sense organ in question as 
founded on and provenating from the psychological condition or state of the sense organ as modi-
fied (“pati”) by the action (“agere”) of surrounding bodies. Why? Because the action of the 
sensible upon the sense specifically activates that sense to become aware of its proper 
object in this particular here and now specification only if and as a relation arises from 
the sense as specified to the thing-becoming-object-as-here-and-now-acting (material 
subject acting upon material subject) upon the animal body. The modification thus pro-
duced is not merely a physical one but also a psychological one, and it is from this latter 
aspect that the relation provenates as a relation of awareness of another.

But what means here spiritual? Normally “spiritual” contrasts with “material” as 
what can exist apart from the material universe, and that is not true surely of the modi-
fication of an animal body? No, but consider that bodies are “composites” of prime 
matter and substantial form, i.e., a given form here and now actualizes the potentiality 
of matter to be not just any material individual but this specific one here and now em-
bodied thus, and retaining the insensible potentiality to undergo yet further substantial 
change. Such are the bodies that we can sense, so that matter in the sense that we can 
actually or in principle see and touch, the matter of bodies as bodies, is secondary matter 
which prime matter, as it were, underlies or constitutes an intelligible dimension within, 
but as something which can be neither isolated, removed, or sensed in any way. So what 
makes a form subject to sight and touch is its being a form of secondary matter, “of” in 
the sense of inherent within, that is, existing as a subjective modification of a body.

Now relations do not exist in that way, as we have seen at length. Relations do 
indeed often depend upon inherent accidents, sensible aspects of sensible bodies; but 
they arise also from psychological states of bodies which are not themselves directly 
sensible. But in every case any relation itself is a form over and above, suprasubjective re-
specting, secondary matter. Relation as a form differs from inherent accidental forms, for 
this very reason, in being never directly sensible (and indeed also, as we have seen, only 

similitudinem cum eo quod est addiscere, quia alias in eo qui addiscit, generatur habitus scientiae de 
novo; sed in eo qui sentit, non generatur sensus de novo per actionem sensibilis, sed sensus fit actu 
operans, sicut contingit in eo qui speculatur actu.”

268 Aquinas 1266: Summa theologiae I, q. 78 art. 3c (Busa 2 p. 298).
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indirectly dependent upon substance itself), for precisely secondary matter informed is the 
only bodily situation directly apprehensible by sense cognition, which is why the ani-
mals other than human, though indeed semiosic (dependent upon making use of signs), 
are incapable of becoming semiotic animals, that is, animals that know that there are signs 
and can become aware precisely of the formal and proper being of those signs as triadic 
relations. The “spiritual change” required for sensation, thus, is precisely provenance of 
the cognitive relation terminating in the thing as objectified while being as relation itself 
undetectable to sense, exterior or interior.

So much for sensation, then, as the first of the three levels Aquinas distinguishes as 
at work in anthroposemiosis, the human use of signs. But what about perception (“phan-
tasiari”) and understanding (“intelligere”), which, in contrast to sensation, do form and 
depend upon mental representations for what they know? How are they too of “things” 
as other than the knower?

Because the reason that the higher sense powers and the understanding form con-
cepts in the first place is not to provide themselves with objects to be aware of but rather 
to interpret what sensation has nascently objectified, first in relation to the animal needs of 
the knower by structuring the presentations of sense as something positive, something 
to avoid, or something that can be ignored (the work of internal sense), then also in 
relation to the objects themselves as having a constitution or structure objectively that 
reduces primarily either to mind-dependent being, mind-independent being, or an ir-
reducible mixture of both (as in the constitution of civil society, religious organizations, 
etc.). Thus sensation (sentire) provides the nascent objectivity which the formation of 
concepts as other-representations further structures through the addition of relations 
presenting the object finally as +, -, or 0 (phantasiari) and then also as “things in their 
own right” (intelligere). At no point does the concept function as a self-representation; 
and it is the external senses which present the “other” which concepts then proceed to 
interpretively structure.

What distinguishes the noetic of Aquinas from the noetic of Ockham or, later, the 
moderns, is not the mere language of “intentional forms” versus “entitative forms”, but 
the mind-independent reality — denied by Ockham and the moderns — of relations as 
forms with no secondary matter whereby they might be sensed or restricted to a local 
situation,269 even though relations are part of the physical universe which comprises 
interacting bodies of secondary matter which can as such be sensed in their mind-inde-
pendent being.

But John Poinsot will be the first thinker in the Thomist line fully to foreground the 
role — indispensable, indeed, for accounting for objectivity as able to include the sub-
jectivities of ens reale — of relation in St Thomas’s account of knowability. And among 
the “neothomists”, as Maritain regretfully pointed out,270 he remained a thoroughly 
“neglected figure”, shunned especially by the whole following of Gilson271 — as was the 
whole question of semiotics as “the doctrine of signs” among those same thinkers.

269 This point, noted in Chapter 4, note 65, p. 99 above, is crucial for understanding how objects as 
termini of suprasubjective relations can be infinitely remote in space-time once the awareness of them 
is based on concepts over and above sensation, which last (sensation) does emphatically depend upon “a 
local situation”, namely, the situation of bodily interaction (agere et pati, in Aristotle’s categorial sense).

270 Maritain 1964: 87–88.
271 They were “sublimely ignorant of him”, is how Maritain (ibid. 87) characterized this situation of 

neglect. The reasons for this general ignoral, such as they are, I have undertaken to outline in Deely 
1995, based largely on my six-year correspondence with Gilson between June of 1968 and July of 1974. 
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This much having been said (largely in anticipation of Chapters 10 and 12 to fol-
low), let us look directly and in detail at the notion of ens as it provides the proper or 
“formal” object distinctive of human understanding: neither ens rationis exclusively nor 
ens reale exclusively, but both conflated into that single whole we call (once we have 
learned how to use the work properly) objectivity or the objective world — the world as ap-
prehended by the human animal. For it is this ens primum cognitum as objectum formale in-
tellectus (just as differentiated light is the formal object of sight, sound the formal object 
of hearing, etc.) that transforms the animal Umwelt (wherein exist only cognized objects 
as cathected) into the human Lebenswelt wherein it becomes possible to inquire into the 
subjective and intersubjective constitution of “things” within the Umwelt, “intellect” 
being understood as a single power overall, wherefore the distinctions between “active 
intellect” (making of the species expressae sensibiles or “phantasms” into species impressae 
intelligibiles) and “possible intellect” (as responding to the species impressae intelligibiles 
by actually forming intellectual concepts presenting objects within the animal Umwelt 
as things within the human Lebenswelt), “speculative intellect” and “practical intellect” 
are introduced to explain how human understanding works in its difference from in-
ternal sense, but are not introduced as dividing the one cognitive faculty intellectus into 
several different faculties.272

Ens Primum Cognitum: Species-Specifically Human Apprehension
Now over and above the nine cognitive powers common to higher animals, the 

human ani mal has a species-specific cognitive capacity, what we saw Sebeok call273 “lan-
guage in the root sense” as distin guish ed from communication and speech, but which 
Aquinas and the medievals called rather intellect (“in tellectus”), human understanding as 
more than perceptual interpretation of sensory objects.274 Both the reasons requiring the 
positing of ideas in the internal senses — overcoming the disproportion between sensa-
tion and perception or understanding; to supply presence — apply here. But on what 
basis or ground are we justified in positing intellect as a cognitive power distinct from 
and super or dinate to, say, the estimative power of animals? What, in other words, is the 
formal object, the “ground”, of understanding?

It was in this context, as we have seen, that Aquinas posed the problem of being as 
first known. The human understanding, or “intellect” (intellectus), as the name for a dis-
tinctive faculty or cogni tive capacity species-specific to human beings, presupposes and 

Not until 2008 would a critical edition of Poinsot’s Cursus Philosophicus appear under the name Poinsot: 
see 2008 in the Reference under Poinsot, p. 456 below.

272 In this work, aiming to give an overview of the Latin Age as a whole as well as of the pre-eminent 
place of Aquinas in the intellectual shaping of that period overall, I have not the space to investigate in 
the detail required the role of intellectus as agens versus the its role as possibilis. For the interested reader, 
however, let me direct attention to the two works in which I have undertaken just such an exposition, 
namely, Deely 1994 and (esp.) 2007.

273 See note 136, p. 228 above. Also Deely 2001: Chap. 1.
274 For simplicity’s sake, I am going discuss “intellect” here in general terms, without going into the 

further details of how, in Aquinas’s thought, the species-specifically human power of understanding 
is further differentiated within its own order. The most interesting of these internal differentiations, 
perhaps, is the manner in which Aquinas is able to point out a specifically intellectual capacity for 
memory that cannot be reduced to the internal sense power of memory. This intellectual memory, 
thus, belongs to the rational or “intellectual” part of the soul as such and participates in the mode of 
knowing proper to intellect which is able to consider being in itself as capable of existence apart from 
the perceptual world to which the animal without intellect — without language — is restricted.
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requires a distinct formal object, something that it attains by an apprehensive grasp no 
other power is capable of making. Otherwise it is superfluously posited, an empty name 
for what is accurately described by the language of internal sense.275

Being as first known, thus, is precisely the original awareness of human understand-
ing in which is contained, “confusedly”, says Aquinas (that is, in an incompletely dif-
ferentiated manner), everything which it is subsequently possible for us actually to learn 
from experience, including the existence of God. Even the notion of “being as such” is 
but a prescission that takes place within the orbit, the horizon, of being-as-first-known. 
And Aquinas holds this view from the very earliest days of his writing.276

I think what this “being as first known” consists of for Aquinas is precisely the seeing 
of the Umwelt as a whole in relation to itself as something not fully reducible to our ex-
perience of it, such that the +/-/0 objects of animal apprehension now further appear as 
things existing independently of (i.e., over and above) their +/-/0 status. What for other 
animals are only objects in relation to themselves become for human animals things 
which “are what they are” regardless of our like, dislike, or indifference. To appear thus 
as “things” objects need to be seen under the mind-dependent relation of self-identity 
which intellect by its own action adds to the objects perceived, thus rendering them 
“intelligible” as well as “sensible”.277

Out of this notion of an “existence in itself” develops the awareness of the physical 
envi ronment in its difference from the objective world as such, the awareness of obliga-
tions to treat other things as more than mere conveniences for ourselves, the aware-
ness that not everything that exists belongs to what our senses reveal. In short, out of 
this awareness develops the Umwelt as Lebens welt, the species-specifically human world 
where takes form philosophy, science, history, literature, moral ity, and all the rest that 
makes enculturated society different from the social world of brute animals. Neither a 
particular concept nor a particular object, being-as-first-known is the intel lec tual light 
or clearing within which mere objects of perception, which as such consist in their rela-
tions to us as knowers, are transformed even within the objective order into transcenden-
tal things — that is to say, those features of the environment, whether or not objectified, 
which exercise and participate in an existence in their own right apart from our percep-
tions and derived from the same source, whatever that might be, on which the physical 
universe as a whole depends.

In other words, I think that the contemporary Thomist scholar Vincent Guagliardo 
got it exactly right when he wrote that being as first known in Thomas Aquinas is the 
condition for the human use of signs, “and provides an alternative to the approach of 
either idealism or empiri cism, both of which trivialized the question of being”:278

In this context being is not reducible to the human intellect. But neither is it known 
without the human intel lect, so that being is not simply reducible to sensible things 
either. Being, then, has a peculiarly semiotic qual i ty: knowable only to an intelligent 
being (thus excluding animals) as the properly human way of knowing but not referring 
(at least in its primary instance or meaning) to the human knower but to otherness. In 

275 This is exactly what Hume thought (1739/40: Book I, ch. 3, sect. 16): “no truth appears to 
me more evident, than that beasts are endowed with thought and reason as well as men.” See full 
discussion in Deely 2001: Chapter 12.

276 See the Commentary on the Sentences, Book I, distinction 8, question 1, article 3c.
277 For full examination of the process of intellectus agens see Deely 2007.
278 Vincent Guagliardo 1993: 51.
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this primal phenomenon — as Heidegger saw — being “negatives”, i.e., expresses an 
elemental “not”, which allows the semiotic chain of meaning to develop beyond any 
mere “here” or “now”, “this” or “that” of the things of experience, as well as to develop 
beyond the knower in his/her state of any actual knowing, opening up the realm of 
further possibility, further semiosis. All this is to say that “being” is foundational to 
both the things known and the human knower who knows, to any determinate object or 
interpreting subject. If this be the case, then being serves as the condition without which 
there would be no anthroposemio tics.

Being as first known, then, inclusive of both ens reale and ens rationis but reducible to 
neither, is the ground of distinctively human involvement with signs, making possible in 
turn metaphysics, a “doctrine of analogy”, or any other venture of philosophy or science 
whatever.

Listen to Aquinas himself on the point:279

The activity of understanding is twofold. There is the activity wherein it grasps what 
something is, which is called the grasp of indivisibles. And there is the activity wherein 
it composes and divides what it grasps. In both phases there is something foundational.

In the first activity, indeed, there is something which first falls under the conception 
of under stand ing, namely, what I call being. Nor can anything be conceived by this first 
operation of the mind unless being be understood.

The second activity, that of composing and dividing, too has something that comes 
naturally first, namely, the principle that it is impossible for one and the same object in one 
and the same respect to simul  tan eously be and not be.280 For no one can understand anything 
according to this second activity unless this principle be understood. And this principle 
depends on the understanding of being.

Now you begin to see how much more the expression “philosophy of being” sig-
nifies than merely the metaphysics of esse and the discovery that Ipsum Esse Subsistens 
(God as the Self-Subsistent Act of Existence) is the ground of the physical universe as 
an interplay of finite existents. All that is fine, but it all tells but one side of the story, for 
before ens reale can be recognized as such, let alone explored and traced to its ultimate 
Source as existential, being-as-first-known must first be differentiated into ens reale and 
non ens or “ens rationis”, only the former of which proves fully independent of awareness 
while the latter of which manifests itself wherever “reality” shows also traces of social 
construction (or even “wishful thinking”).

Besides the universe of ens reale and entia realiter existens (physical and physically ex-
isting beings), there is also the uni verse of discourse within and out of which the physical 
universe and God as the physical ground of the universe are arrived at derivatively from 
the experience of objects as more and other than the physical surroundings as such. And 

279 Aquinas, In duodecim libros metaphysicorum Aristotelis expositio (c.1268/72), Liber IV, lectio 6, n. 
10 (Busa vol. 4 p. 421): “cum duplex sit ope ra tio intellectus: una, qua cognoscit quod quid est, quae 
vocatur indivisibilium intelligentia: alia, qua componit et dividit: in utroque est aliquod primum: in 
prima quidem operatione est aliquod primum, quod cadit in conceptione intellectus, scilicet hoc quod 
dico ens; nec aliquid hac operatione potest mente concipi, nisi intelligatur ens. Et quia hoc principium, 
impossibile est esse et non esse simul, dependet ex intellectu entis...: ideo hoc etiam principium est 
naturaliter primum in secunda operatione intellec tus, scilicet componentis et dividentis. Nec aliquis 
potest secundum hanc operationem intellectus aliquid intelligere, nisi hoc principio intellecto.”

280 How much more compact is the Latin: “impossibile est esse et non esse simul”. Refer to the 
earlier discussion from Aristotle on “How To Deal with Contradictions”, Chapter 4, p. 67.
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within this universe of discourse, the objective world, not outside and independent of it, 
history and revelation occur: whether the sacred histories of the “people of a Book”, as 
the Muslims say, or the secular histories of human achieve ment and conquest through 
various civilizations; and whether “sacred revelations”, wherein a believing community 
forges its identity around the understanding of the “word of God”, or secular revelations 
of the species-specific diversity of objective worlds forged out of the common phys i cal 
environment and revelation of the environment itself according to its own laws and 
preobjective possibilities.

The metaphysics of esse gives us to understand the ultimate nature and structure of 
the phys ical environment as a participation of being. But the common ground on the 
side of the human Innenwelt, out of which this understanding grows, is the same ground 
out of which the sacred and secular histories which belong to the human Umwelt as a 
Lebenswelt grow. That ground, according to Aquinas, is being-as-first-known, which as 
originating in sensation necessarily includes something of ens reale objectified but which 
also includes necessarily through the phantasms of animal awareness which make the 
objective order meaningful for the animal in contrast to the indifference to it of ens reale 
as independent of it objective elements and structures which do not and cannot be re-
duced to the subjectivity and intersubjectivity of ens reale objectified. The primary divi-
sion for the Latins of being as first manifested to human understanding, as differentiated 
light is first manifested to the eye, was into “real being”, ens reale, and “purely objective 
being”, ens rationis, which latter they also called “non-being”, non ens.

But now it turns out that, within being-as-first-known and part and parcel there-
with, what is independent of the human mind (entia realia) and nonbeings that the mind 
constructs (entia rationis) both belong together as objects discovered originally indis-
tinctly within being-as-first-known. Out of the discovery that “this thing is other than 
that thing” develops the set of concepts which make all intellectual analysis possible in 
the first place (the “sequence of primitive concepts”, as we will shortly discuss).281

Nonbeing in Latin Philosophy
Let me begin here with a brief summary. For Aquinas, ens is the term best designat-

ing the start of species-specifically human experience. From the initial grasp of being 
will be articulated the whole of our experience as human experience. And the first divi-
sion of being, that is, the first contrast given in our experience of the world, is the con-
trast within ens between real being, as what exists independently of the mind (ens reale, 
or mind-independent being), and nonbeing (non ens, more commonly termed ens rationis 
by reason of the framework of Latin preoccupation with getting at ens reale through 
what exists consequently and dependently upon the mind’s own workings).

Non ens, “non-being”, is an initially puzzling designation, particularly as designating 
something part and parcel with, aspectually identical with, being-as-first-known. But 
the more common designation for what is being distinguished, ens rationis, appears in 
hindsight, at least from outside the medieval framework of preoccupations, as a positive 
misnomer, since the designation has in fact created no end of misapprehensions among 
later students of medieval thought. Let us try to sort out the appre hen sions and misap-
prehensions.

Literally, and in the standard modern readings, ens rationis “obviously” means in 
English being of reason (ens “being” + rationis “of reason”). And yet, according to the psy-
chology or life-science de veloped by the Latin scholastics, all the animals with powers  

281 See p. 270 below.
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of internal sense (and therefore capa ble of perception), including the animals which 
have no intellectual faculty of understanding over and above and suffusing perception, 
form “beings of reason” in the course of structuring through experience their aware ness 
of the environment — even though, I emphasize, such animals have no “reason” — ratio 
— in the sense of intellectus, or understanding intellectually construed. But one must go 
below the surface of the Latin texts to realize this.

On the surface, the scholastic authors explicitly deny that brute animals as well as 
rational animals form “entia rationis”. That is because they are considering entia rationis 
not in terms of their mere functional and objective presence within perception and con-
ception (“materialiter”, in scholastic parlance), but solely in terms of their critically con-
trolled and recognized presence within understanding (“formaliter”, in scholastic par-
lance). Brute animals and internal sense formally do not fashion “beings of reason”, that 
is, they make and make use of mind-dependent relations without knowing that there are 
such relations, for intellect is required to distinguish between related objects and rela-
tions as such, whether mind-dependent or mind-independent. But materially animals 
other than humans do indeed fashion mind-depen dent structures, the very structures 
out of which “beings of reason” would be fashioned “formally” had those animals the 
cognitive capacity to recognize the difference between objects and things which the 
ability to recognize relations as such presupposes. Not to see this subtle point, however, 
is to miss one of the potentially most important contributions of the Latin Age to the 
possibility of developing a doctrine of signs.

Instead of perpetuating the misunderstandings latent in the standard trans lation, 
“being of reason”, let us simply translate ens rationis as mind-dependent being. Hence ens 
rationis or “mind-dependent being” itself can be divided as follows (now let us forget for 
a moment that we have just repudiated the standard rendering, for the sake of empha-
sizing through paradox the point of our repudiation). On the one hand, there are per-
ceptual beings of reason, to wit, entia rationis formed by brute as well as human animals. In 
this subject the medievals typically took almost no interest. On the other hand, there are 
conceptual or intellectual beings of reason. Among these the Latin schoolmen recognized 
the possibility of distinguishing several different kinds or sub-species, but the only kind 
in which they were really interested was something that they called second intentions.

“Second Intentions” at First Glance
What was meant by a “second intention” is fairly straightforward. Whenever you 

know something, insofar as you know it, it becomes an object of thought or awareness. 
In so becom ing, that object acquires as such, as existing for awareness, certain charac-
teristics, such as predicability. That is, you are able to predicate things only of (only con-
cerning) what exists as known. Pred i ca bil i ty, thus, would be a second intention: some-
thing can be the subject of a proposition, actual or prospective, only insofar as someone 
is thinking about it. So, second intentions generically are the characteristics that things 
acquire as they exist in intellectual awareness.

Characteristics that things have independently of awareness, “outside” of the mind, 
as it were, or “in nature”, the Latins called first intentions. But the further characteristics 
these same things acquire as they come to exist within the mind are second intentions. 
And specifically, these sec ond intentions include the ideas or concepts correspond-
ing to the five words of Porphy ry — genus, species, difference, property, accident.282 

282 The “five words” we discussed in detail at the end of Chapter 3, “The Tree of Porphyry”, pp. 71–
81; and keep in mind that the Aristotelian category of “accident” includes the Porphyrian predicables 
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Moreover, these second intentions, among the many kinds of mind-dependent being 
which could be distinguished, were the kind the scho las tics were prin cipally focused 
upon as the subject matter of logic. Logic, as they were interested in it, was above all the 
order that the mind, in and through its own workings, introduces into things in order 
to know reality. This objective ordering subordinating fictions to reality, or trying to at 
least, is what was meant by “second intentions”.

In contrast to the physical order, where relations depend upon accidents of sub-
stances, in the objective order (the order of things as known) there is no limit to the 
formations of relations upon relations upon relations, to infinity. Yet all such relations 
piled on relations are called “second intentions” rather than third and fourth and fifth 
intentions and so on, not only because they can go on to infinity, but because “they all 
pertain to a cognized object as such, and to be cognized is always a second state of a 
thing”283 insofar as habens esse (“exercising actual existence”), or being a physical existent, 
is regarded as “first”, and what pertains to a thing as habens esse is considered to consti-
tute the order of “first intentions”.

This contrast between relations in the physical order which depend upon actual 
charac ter is tics of actual individuals (upon “subjective accidents of substances” in Aris-
totle’s terms) and relations in the objective order which are not tied to actual subjective 
characteristics but may be founded upon whatever other relations happen to exist within 
a given cognition was the reason why Aristotle, and the Latin logicians after him, re-
jected arguments which led to an infinite regress. An infinite regress is actually possible 
only in the mind, because only in the mind can relations be founded upon relations. So 
any argument that involves an actual infinite regress, to the extent that it involves one, 
is an argument that has lost touch with the order of physical being as something to be 
explained through proper causes. For proper causes are found only within the physical 
interactions of finite substances, and these, as finite, are always determinate within the 
order of moved movers. Hence the Latin adage, regressus ad infinitum absolute repugnat, 
“an argument involving an infinite process is self-defeating”.284 For the whole point 
of the contrast between “second” and “first” intentions is to gain a critical control of 
mental constructs so as to be able rightly to order them to the goal of dis tin guish ing 
what is independent of the mind — reality in this sense — from what the mind makes 
up. First intentions occur in the field of physical interactions as precluding an actual 
regress to infinity. But second intentions, in their own order, can be actually multiplied 
to infinity. Only their subordination to the order of first intentions keeps an explanation 
on the trail of physical being. Should that subordination be lost, for whatever reason, 
thought begins to wander off into the labyrinth of its own mind’s making. The functional  

difference, property, and accident, all three.
283 Poinsot 1632a: First Preamble, Article 2, 61/31ff. English, 61/27ff. Latin (= 292a33ff. in Reiser 

I).
284 This adage, not only by the Latins but by Aristotle himself and the ancient Greek Peripatetics, is 

constantly invoked in such a way — e.g., in the quinque viae, as we have seen — as to strongly suggest that 
something about their philosophical context made this adage seem much more Selbstverständlich than it 
appears to modern or postmodern eyes, as I found out when I undertook to investigate its basis for The 
Human Use of Signs (Deely 1994). That was when I came to realize that the physical impossibility of 
relations as such providing the basis for yet other relations in the order of ens reale, while this presents 
no problem within the order of ens obiectificatum, is the ground of the adage. Considering how much is 
at stake on its truth, it may seem surprising that extensive accounts of its import are hard to come by. 
It is a rich field for further research, to be sure; the entry “Infinite process” in Deely 1994 will I hope 
provide a starting point for some future researcher.
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equivalence of real and unreal relations comes to the fore, and there is no longer any 
check to discriminate between what might be and what is the case.

On Further Thought, a Crucial Complication re “Second Intentions”
This nice simple picture is complicated slightly by the fact that second intentions, 

too, can become part of the “actual existence” exercised by things. For example, a man 
becomes a judge, a priest, a doctor, a teacher, an imam, an entrepreneur, etc. That is to 
say, certain relations of power and responsibility are based on his existence as a physical 
organism (he must be in order to be made a judge), and these relations with which he 
is invested by society (as such mind-dependent relations) amount to new characteristics 
which individuate him within human society. Nonetheless, these new charac ter istics 
belong to him not only in the objective order, but now even to his very existence exer-
cised subjectively as a citizen within some state. According to their being in the terms 
of the ens reale / ens rationis distinction, civil or religious offices are cognition-dependent 
characteristics; yet they belong to the judge, to the priest, etc., in his actual objective 
existence as a functioning member of society, which is subjective and physical as well as 
objectively structured.

The better Latin logicians recognized this anomaly, that the line separating first 
intentions from second intentions, insofar as it involved the being peculiar and proper 
to relations, was not and could not be a hard and fast line drawn in particular cases once 
and for all. But the anom alous aspect of the first/second intention distinction was not 
along their line of primary interest. They let it pass. In this way, the philosophy of be-
ing lost much of its potential for augmenting human understanding.285 Here, suffice it 
to say that in letting pass unexplored this little inconvenience to their “realistic logic” 
the medievals, in effect, dropped out of their consideration the Umwelt in its proper 
being as dis tin guished from the being of the physical environment. They also lost at 
the same time the analytical capacity to take adequate account of that primary form of 
reality which experience is as the result of belonging not simply to the biological race of 
rational and linguistic animals, homo sapiens sapiens, but to the specific cultural group of 
Christian, Muslim, Jew, Hindu, Buddhist, New Age, or what have you. Each group, by 
foregoing the analysis of this small inconvenience, was left free to consider their Um-
welt as perfectly natural, the others as unexplained, perhaps unexplainable, “deviations” 
from the real.

Contrasting the World After Ens Primum Cognitum with That of Ens Reale as Prior
Just how much larger the world of being-as-first-known is than the world of sup-

posed reality (ens reale) may be seen from the schema on the following page.
But let us not conclude simply on a note of what the Latins missed after Aquinas, 

that, even in order to know being, we must wrap it in nonbeing. Let me at least say 
enough to show why they had the temptation so to narrow their scope in the first place. 
By focusing on the “order to ens reale”, the Latins were able to show how the human mind 
comes to equip itself with the conceptual tools necessary for the possibility of science as 
we understand it today, precisely as it developed over the later Latin centuries and burst 
upon the scene of modernity to occupy and continue to hold the central place in Western 
civilization,286 notwithstanding the later tergiversations of modern philosophy.287

285 This topic is further developed in Deely 2001: Chap. 10, beginning at p. 468.
286 See “Science Comes of Age”, in Deely 2001: Chapter 11.
287 See “The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde”, in Deely 2001: Chapter 13.
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The Movement of Reason
from its awakening in experience

to the understanding
of “what is”

ENS “Primum Cognitum”
(as the origin of experience)

REALE
(mind-independent): 
the Categories 
(individuals — 
substantiae
with their 
characteristics 
(accidentiae)

“RATIONIS”
(mind-dependent)

Conceptual Perceptual 
“Social Identifications”

SECOND 
INTENTIONS 

the Predicables
(praedicamenta)

& Syncategorematica:
notions we form in
order to talk about

“real being”

“Cultural
Identities”

writing estate, noble,
material, guildhall, cleric,
book, commons, soldier,
statue, prison, judge,
etc. inn, etc. self, etc.

“in-group”, “safe area”, prey,
offspring, unfamiliar, “nothing”,
“leader”, etc. “neutral”, etc. threat, etc.

terra non considerata
social and cultural determinations

Diagram: The Role of Mind-Dependent Relations in the Structuring of Experience

The Sequence of First or “Primitive Concepts” consequent upon Being
“Being as first known” is not so unlike the “blooming buzzing confusion” that Wil-

liam James (1842–1910) reflected upon.288 For Aquinas, and in his school after him,289 
the Latins saw quite well that the primum cog nitum was not an abstract genus of logic, 
but a primitive appre hension of the intelligibly knowable as such in a confused and in-
distinct or quasi-po ten tial manner, according to the everywhere ac cept ed maxim, anima 
est quodammodo omnia: “the soul” — the human mind — “is in a cer tain way all things”, as 
it is able to know being in its transcendental amplitude. Under stand ing, they reas oned, 
proceeds naturally from potency to act, or rather from the imperfect to the (relatively) 

288 James 1911: 50, where he attributes the expression to “someone”.
289 The most extended discussion of being-as-first-known, De Primo Cognito, in the school that 

developed out of the writings of Aquinas seems to be that of Poinsot 1633: Philosophiae naturalis prima 
pars (Part I of Natural Philosophy), Quaestio 1, “De Scientia Philosophiae et Ordine Cognoscendi” 
(“On Philosophical Knowledge and the Order of Knowing”), articulus 3, “Utrum magis universale, 
atque adeo ipsum ens ut sic, sit primo cognitum ab intellectu nos tro” (“Whether the more universal, 
and therefore being itself as such, is primarily known by human understanding”), Reiser ed. vol. II, 
20a2–33b38. In the References at the end of this work I list this treatise separately as 1633a. But 
even this discussion, as Cajetan’s earlier, reveals the Latin preoccupation (a carry-over, indeed, from 
Aristotle, but a restrictive approach nonetheless) with ens reale within the primum cognitum, rather than 
the primum cognitum in its full scope.
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per fect. The proportionate object of such a progression must likewise be something 
confused and imperf ect. And, inasmuch as the more distinct as such is more perfect than 
the confused, the notion of being as manifested in any particular object of awareness has 
a more confused — a more “poten tial” — intelligibility as indistinctly mingling every 
character actually found or findable in that object.

This “being”, as the most primitive of intellectual apprehensions,290 is given to un-
derstanding by the senses, to be sure. But it can hardly be confused with the concrete 
physical object insofar as that object is a physically individual existent, or complex of 
individual existents, an ens reale. For “being as first known” is also the richest of all ob-
jectifications, embracing every particular intelligible object in the amplitude of analogy, 
albeit according to a totally confused and undis tinguished awareness (such as the much 
later formation of a notion of “being as such” helps to dispel). Thus material entities 
as particular beings are experienced “factually” only because being has been previously 
grasped in a way that is very different from conceptualiza tions of the logical order. This 
is the meaning of the saying of Aquinas, “being is what first falls under human under-
standing” (“primo in intellectu cadit ens”).

Out of this primitive awareness, which is bound up with and transformative of per-
ception as well as sensation from within, there arises, in the course of changes experi-
enced (movements, etc.), and by way of opposition to being, the idea of non-being, as 
we have seen. In the earliest phases of appre hen sion, this idea originates via the senses, 
supported by feelings of “disappointment”, out of the basic awareness of differences in 
the sensibly varying situation, the universe in motion — perhaps out of experiences of 
opposition in particular. The polarity from experience of “what is” and “what is not” 
provides the understanding with the first materials for a judgment: that “being is not 
non-being”, or, as Aquinas once more concretely formulated the primitive possibility, 
“this is not that” (hoc non est illud).

In this very act of comparison, the understanding grasps (again for the first time) 
distinction. Just so, in the course of experience, being and nonbeing, ens reale and ens ra-
tionis, create each other as elements of experience. They are not absolutes, they are cor-
relates; and, as in experience so correlated, they provide the basis of all further distinc-
tions. This new grasp, in turn, enables yet another new grasp, grasp in judgment of the 
first principle of intelligible discourse, which — in its turn — provides the ground of 
endless further judgments of a logical kind. This first principle of intelligible discourse 
is exactly as Aquinas described it in the text above cited,291 and is called (see the humor 
in this) by some the principle of contra diction and by others the principle of non-contradiction. 
But at least both agree on exactly what is the content of this principle: that it is not pos-
sible to both be and not be at the same time in the same respect, “impossibile est esse et non 
esse simul”, as we saw.

As the direct outcome of the judgment that being is not non-being, the principle of 
contra dic tion participates in the non-alternative, therefore necessary, character of that 
prior judgment. Understand ing, unable, on the inward side,292 to affirm and deny the 

290 The “prima ratio cognoscibilis seu primum cognitum formale respectu nostri intellectus”, as 
Poinsot formulated it (1633: Q. 1, Art. 3).

291 Aquinas, Commentary on the Metaphysics of Aristotle (c.1268-1272), Book IV, lect. 6, n. 605, more 
fully cited on p. 255 above.

292 In words we can say anything; but Aquinas thought like Aristotle on this point (Aristotle, 
Posterior Analytics, c. 348-47a: 76b24-27): “demonstration is addressed not to the spoken word but 
to the discourse within the soul, and though we can always raise objections to the spoken word, to 
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same thing under the same aspect, has manifested to it by the senses likewise that enti-
ties are one way or another but not both in a given aspect, giving rise to the notion of 
being undivided or unity. But what is experimentally undivided in itself is given, in and 
by that very experience, as divided from others. So arises (intellectual) grasp of plurality, 
of many beings each of which is itself one.293

At this stage, finally, tautological judgment (a judgment true by virtue of logical 
form alone) and the recognition of identity (“every being is what it is”) becomes possible. 
Only then does the recognition of an “outside world” as such, that is, a world outside of 
our subjectivity and beyond our Umwelt (i.e., independently existing in respect of our 
being as knowers), become possible as well. The objects of animal life are seen now as 
things by human animals.294

These seven elements, then — being, non-being, distinction, contradiction, unity, 
plurality, identity — are the foundation for the notion of “truth as conformity”.295 Their 
sequence, being the same for all in its necessary features, is what lays the ground of 
possibility for intersubjective agreement in the linguistically communicable results of 
judgments as well. We have here, so to speak, the intellectual infrastructure of cultural 
reality in its difference from the purely social world. Idealism in the modern sense (that 
the mind knows only what the mind itself makes) is precluded in the setting of such an 
analysis “by the fact that the knowing subject is discovered” — or, more exactly, discov-
ers itself — “only within a world of change subject to the law of contradiction”.296 This 
law of contradiction itself, moreover, along with the transcendentals and other logical 
concepts, “such as ‘something’, ‘identity’, ‘non-identity’, ‘agreement’, ‘disagreement’, 
‘characteristic’, ‘rela tion’, and ‘connection’,” is rooted, as Strasser well says,297 “in our 
concrete dealings with beings. The elementary rules of logic owe their compelling force 
to our habitual knowledge about the identity, unity, inner indivision of being and its 
difference from other beings. In other words, the logical evidences are based upon, or, 
rather, arise out of, a certain experience of being as being”.

the inward discourse we cannot always object”. Often enough (once is too often) you can actually 
see someone say what they clearly do not think, just to preserve their position (or pride) in an 
argument.

293 See the reply to the 15th objection in Q. 9, art. 7, of his Quaestiones disputatae de potentia, where 
Aquinas (c.1265/6, in Busa vol. 3, p. 258) provides a near-complete summary exposition of this 
discussion.

294 It may not be premature to note that this recognition sets the human use of signs (or 
“anthroposemiosis”) apart in principle from the use of signs brute animals make (“zoösemiosis”) as 
such. As it might be said, and as Jacques Maritain did say (1942: 9): “In its most perfect function, which 
is not to manufacture ideas but to judge, the understanding seizes upon existence exercised by things.”

295 The basis for the prior possibility of such conformity being something else again, as Heideg-
ger (1943) was first to point out, in an essay all the more important for coming in the wake of 
Kant’s elaborate explanation of why any such conformity could be no more than a mere appearance, 
a “phenomenon” in the invidious sense he so well managed to attach to the final ontological 
impoverishment of that term. Precisely this basis for the prior possibility of agreement is what the 
singularity of relation as indifferent to the ens reale/ens rationis distinction is able to explain through 
the action of signs.

296 Ashley 1973: 291-292.
297 Strasser 1963: 263. Cf. Aquinas, Commentary on the Metaphysics, Book V, lect. 11, n. 912. And see 

the diagram of Aquinas’ notion of the implicit content of the primum cognitum in Deely 2001: Chap. 
15, p. 648.
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The “Way of Things”, the Philosophy of Being, and Single-Issue Thomism
So the Latins followed the path that they did, at the time that they did, focusing not 

on the primum cognitum itself and as such, but rather on the way or movement of under-
standing from what “first falls into understanding” toward the world of nature and things 
of the physical environment (ens reale), quite simply because of what they considered 
to be most needed at the time. They were interested in reality, precisely in the ancient 
sense with which Greek philosophy had begun. They wanted to find the way to under-
stand the order of being existing independently of the human mind, and they wanted to 
develop the tools necessary to clear a path to that understanding.

They did not think of themselves as preparing the way for a whole new “age of 
under stand ing”, but that, in part, is precisely what they were doing. Had they not pur-
sued the course that they did, modern science would not have become a cultural pos-
sibility in the West. As they themselves saw it, they were pursuing the way of wisdom, 
insofar as wisdom has the function of knowing the “rationale of being and non-being”, 
as Aquinas himself put it, “and the notions following therefrom”.298 As the heirs of mo-
dernity in its scientific achievements, not even the postmoderns are in a position to gain-
say the Latins on this point! Each epoch, in developing its own insights and possibilities 
for understanding, proves also to be preparing the way for a succeeding age.

“Being” is larger than “thing”. But how to find, from within being, which includes 
ideas no less than things, the path to things as such is no mean achievement. Modern 
science insofar as it trods the way of things today owes much to the Latins.299 Modern 
philosophy, by contrast, originally conceived as of a piece with the origins of modern 
science, actually wound up on another path entirely. And by losing sight entirely of the 
transcendental aspect of things, modern philosophy made of the way of ideas a cul de 
sac, a dead-end. The way of things, it turns out, is not incompatible with the philosophy 
of being. But the way of ideas, in failing to realize that ideas are signs, rendered itself 
incompatible both with philosophy of being and with the aspirations of science to un-
derstand the physical environment of animal life. Dr. Jekyll, the scientist in the modern 
sense, soon discovered within his own breast Mr. Hyde, the philosopher in the modern 
sense, and vice-versa.

But this again gets us ahead of our story. Here let us simply note that the Latin Age, 
as the epoch of the philosophy of being, gave rise to the famous metaphysics of esse, in-
deed, but was much more than simply that metaphysics. It would, for example, be hard 
to deny Gilson’s charge against Cajetan that he missed the point and the boat on the 
metaphysics of esse. But, as I hope has become clear, there is much more to Aquinas as 
well as to the Latin Age than this single issue. Aquinas, in representing the Latin Age, 
left a lot of boats to miss. It is to Cajetan’s credit that the primum cognitum was one of 
the boats which he, unlike the Neothomists, did not entirely miss. There are rich but 
difficult texts in this matter to be mined over the tradition of commen tators on Aquinas’s 
writings, not only in Cajetan, but in Poinsot and Soto and perhaps else where. The one 
of our contemporaries who was doing the most promising pioneering work in this area, 

298 Aquinas (c. 1269-1272) Summa I–II. 66. 5 ad 4: “Cognoscere autem rationem entis et non entis, 
et totius et partis, et aliorum quae consequuntur ad ens, ex quibus sicut ex terminis constitu un tur 
principia indemonstrabilia, pertinet ad sapientiam, quia ens commune est proprius effectus caus ae 
altissimae, scilicet Deus.”

299 This fact, neglected for so long in the wake of modernity’s break with the Latin Age in the 
wake of Galileo, has recently been explored in refreshing detailed with many surprises in the work of 
Hannam 2009.
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Vincent Guagliardo, died in 1995 at the age of fifty-one, his work just beginning to bear 
pub lished fruit. His last major essay300 is one of the best places to begin to think about 
this problem of the primum cognitum in relation to the doctrine of signs.

Thomism after Thomas
If there is a single issue on which the membership in the school of Thomas Aquinas 

should be decided, given the breadth and diversity of topics treated in Aquinas’ writings, 
that issue should be more of a general historical nature than any one specific doctrinal 
issue. There most certainly was a ‘Dominican School’ that developed over the later 
Latin centuries around the work of Aquinas, as one of the three dominant currents of 
Renaissance scholasticism. On the existence and members of this school the first court 
of judgment to take into account must be the collective opinion that the centuries have 
formed; and indeed the earliest period, the immediate decades following the death of 
Aquinas, have hardly been studied.301 But by the early 15th century, and continuing to the 
middle of the 17th century, a major current of Latin commentary upon and development 
of the thought of Aquinas clearly emerged, what we may justly call the period of “classi-
cal Latin Thomism”, in contrast to the late 19th century revival of Thomism outside the 
Latin language commonly designated Neothomism.

Certainly not all in the original historical school stand on a level of equal emi-
nence. The Princeps Thomistarum, “First of the Thomists”, so-called because it was he 
who began what turned out to be the major Latin tradition of Thomistic commentary, 
was Joannes Capreolus (c.1380-1444). Three decades after Capreolus’ own death and 
a century and a decade after the death of Aquinas, Tho mas de S. Germano brought to 
publication in 1483/4 the Libri IV Defensionum theologiae Thomae Aquinatis, which was 
a manuscript Capreolus had developed as an extended defense of the intellectual posi-
tions taken by Aquinas in relation to his own work as a professor assigned to teach the 
Sentences of Peter Lombard.

With Capreolus begins the Latin line of major authors who published in a capacity 
of expounding and devel op ing the thought embodied in the various writings of Aquinas. 
That line, distinguished and long, will continue unbroken for a little more than two cen-
turies, to the end of the Latin Age. The most eminent of the lineage can be easily listed.

Thomas de Vio Cajetan (1468-1534) and Ferrariensis (c.1474-1528) are authors 
whose writings we have had occasion to mention above in discussing analogy.302 Francisco 

300 Guagliardo 1995.
301 The lack of detached work in this area makes all the more valuable the pioneering study 

developed under the direction of James Weisheipl, namely, Roensch 1964: The Early Thomistic School. 
Haldane (1998) rather idiosyncratically designates this period as “the first Thomism” and the period of 
the major Latin commentators as “the second Thomism” (but departs from this terminology to call the 
modern revival begun in the late 19th century not “the third Thomism” but rather “Neo-Thomism”). 
In general, anyone steeped in the actual texts and history of Thomas’s work will find the late modern 
“Analytical Thomism” a shallow pond indeed, as the “pioneering” work of Geach on abstraction (1957; 
reviewed in Deely 1971) foreshadowed. How little future there is for the so-called “Analytic” approach 
to the work of Thomas Aquinas can be well gathered from the recent work of O’Callaghan 2003 
(reviewed in Deely 2008b). Modern philosophy, with its implication of solipsism built-in to its point 
of departure, from its beginnings in Descartes and Locke to its final hours as “Analytic philosophy” 
and “Phenomenology”, simply does not mix with the cenoscopic development of the Latin Age, any 
more than it did with the ideoscopic development of modernity. Cf. Todorov 1977, and the discussion 
in Deely 2006, 2007, 2008.

302 See, in this chapter, p. 237ff. and p. 241, respectively.
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de Vitoria (1492–1536) upheld the view of Aquinas that grace presupposes nature by 
developing (largely against major Protestant reformers) the doctrine of human rights 
as consequences of human nature prior to and independent of questions of divine grace 
and religious confession, and a doctrine of international law based on the conception of 
universal human rights. Dominic Soto (1494-1560), a part of whose historical role we 
will have occasion to explore in our next chapter,303 also contributed greatly to under-
standing the philosophical dimensions and basis of law within a state. Melchior Cano 
(1509-1560), whom Soto succeeded in a Chair at Salamanca, has a reputation confined 
all but exclus ively to theological areas, and in particular to the matter of the critical, sci-
entific evaluation of the sources on which theological thought principally depends and 
of the manner in which theological thought draws upon those sources. In this matter, 
his beautifully written and highly original study De locis theologicis, published in 1563, 
within three years of its author’s death, marked a major stage in the development of 
theology as a scientifically critical discipline, and adumbrated the emergence of a branch 
of theology that came to be called in modern times “fundamental theology”. Domingo 
Bañez (1528–1604), a confessor and adviser to Teresa of Avila and next to last of the 
major Latin Thomistic authors, is best known for his role in developing the Thomistic 
side of the huge controversy over free will between Jesuit and Dominican theologians 
that exploded near the beginning of the 17th century and became so intense that within 
a few years of his death the discussion was shut down by papal order;304 but in Neo-

303 See Chapter 9 passim, but esp. p. 344ff.
304 The heat of this controversy is suggested by the increasingly severe series of papal sanctions 

leveled against those par tic i pating, the first in September of 1607, another in December of 1611, 
another in May of 1625, and yet another — this one effectively shutting the dispute down as a public 
affair — in August of 1641. Indeed, at the time, the very organization of written treatises in theology 
had to be modified to accommodate the sanctions (see Deely 1985: 433 note 44). By late modern times, 
these papal strictures from the first half of the 17th century had long since fallen into desuetude. Jacques 
Maritain (1966: 14, 32), one of the few modern authors seriously to revisit the terms of the ancient 
controversy, considered that the Bañezians had the better side, but were hobbled in their arguments 
by reason of being “‘Cyclopean’ Thomists”, that is to say, followers of St. Thomas not yet “become 
conscious of non-being and of its formidable role in reality”, hence with an eye “fixed solely on the 
perspective of being” and not ready because not even aware of the need to “open onto the avenues 
of non-being windows as large as those open onto the avenues of being” and to traverse in thought 
“paths of non-being” every bit “as difficult as those of being”. (So we might make the perhaps obvious 
point that one need not be a Thomist to adhere to a Cyclopean ontology; that is found also in Suárez 
[1548–1617] and Wolff [1679–1754], after all, and quite a few others. Late modern positivism was a 
whole movement founded on a reductivist Cyclop e an ism.)

This particular blindness on Bañez’s part goes far toward explaining his out-of-hand dismissal of 
the then-developing controversy over the being proper to sign, in which nonbeing plays an essential 
and constantly hovering role, which we will discuss in Chapter 10. For the few pronouncements Bañez 
makes in the matter suggest that he did not grasp the main issues involved in the threefold distinction 
of signs/objects/things within experience (Bañez 1599: 104): “No dejaré advertir in esta lugar cuán 
impro pia men te hablan algunos modernos cuando dicen que los conceptos mentales son signos de 
las cosas, a las cuales expresan y en sí mismas representan formalmente. En efecto, también según 
la propiedad de la lengua latina, la razón de signo y de significar tiene representación imperfecta en 
sí respecto de la cosa representada. Pues ciertamente si alguien expresamente enseña alguna verdad, 
ineptamente diríamos que la ha significado. Pues quien significa no hace la cosa presente de manera 
íntegra. Y, y que las voces representan a los conceptos mentales no expresa y formalmente, sino que 
son ciertos instrumentos que no se adecúan a la perfección de la cosa significada, por ello propiamente 
se dicen signos y que significan. Mas, sin embargo, los conceptos mentales, ya que contienen toda la 
perfección de la cosa representada en ellos mismos formalmente en un ser inteligible, por ello no se 
han de llamar signos, sino imágenes expresas de las cosas. Como también el Verbo en las cosas divinas 
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thomistic circles he has been lionized mainly for his (alleged) exceptional appreciation 
of the role of esse in the thought of Aquinas, as expressed in his Commentary of 1584/8 
on the First Part of the Summa, where he emphasizes, against his fellow Thomists, that, 
“it is not just the last act,” as Beuchot summarized the teaching, “but both the first and 
the last. That is, esse not only completes a being, but makes it possible for there to be 
a being at all”.305 After Bañez comes John Poinsot (1589-1644), who took in Latin the 

es ciertamente imagen del Padre, pero no su signo. Más aún, también en las cosas humanas el hijo de 
un hombre es imagen del padre, que representa al padre y, sin embargo, no significa al padre, ya que 
en lo que representa no se considera que representa algo distinto de si mismo, ya que lo representado 
por la misma razón de semejante está en la naturaleza para el mismo hijo. Así también el concepto, 
al representar a la cosa, ya que la representa en cuanto formalmente se contiene en el ser inteligible 
en el mismo concepto, no se dice que representa algo distinto de sí mismo concepto, no se dice que 
representa algo distinto de sí mismo, sino que representándose representa la cosa contenida en si 
mismo. Estas cosas han sido dichas a causa de los varones doctos, aunque a veces hablen como la 
mayoria y sientan como la minoria. Pues también Santo Tomás a veces no hable con tanto rigor.”

Cyclopean Thomism indeed!
305 Beuchot 1998: 648. The statement Beuchot thus so concisely summarizes reads in Bañez 

himself (1584/8: In I.3.4, p. 141) as follows: “Et quamvis ipsum esse receptum in essentia com  pos i ta ex 
principiis essentialibus specificetur ab illis, tamen in eo quod specificatur nullam perfectionem recipit, 
sed potius deprimitur et descendit ad esse secundum quid, eo quod esse hominem, esse se angelum, 
non est perfectio simpliciter. Et hoc est quod saepissime d. Thomas clamat, et Thomistae nolunt 
audire: quod esse est actualitas omnis formae vel naturae, sicut in hoc articulo in ratione secunda 
dicit et quod in nulla re invenitur sicut recipiens, et perfectibile, sed sicut receptum et perficiens id 
in quo recipitur: ipsum tamen, eo ipso quod recipitur, deprimitur, et ut ita dixerim, imperficitur.” — 
“And although actual existence itself is received in a composite essence and specified by the essential 
principles, nevertheless, it receives no perfection from the fact that it is specified, but is rather deprived 
and brought down to an existence in a certain respect, by the fact that to be a man or to be an angel” 
— that is to say, by the fact that a substance, be it material or spiritual — “is not a perfection simply 
speaking. And this is what S. Thomas so loudly and frequently proclaims and the Thomists want not 
to hear: that existence is the actuality of every form or nature, as he says in the article in the second 
argument, and that existence is not found in any thing as what is doing the receiving and what is 
perfectible, but as received and perfecting that in which it is received: yet it itself, by the very fact of 
being received, is deprived [of its fullness], and, as I might say, rendered imperfect.”

Llamzon (1966: 12), who has made an English translation of the section of Bañez’s Scholastica 
commentaria concerning I.3.4. (but without following the structure of the text “in all its technicalities”), 
inadvertently reveals in his Preface to the translation exactly the point on which the extreme partisans 
of existentialist Neothomism met shipwreck. After rightly pointing out, with Bañez, that, for St. 
Thomas, “in a finite being, esse, though extrinsic to the creature’s essence, is yet the most internal to 
it of all the principles”, he goes on to say (I add the italics) that “essence relates to esse only as a limit”. 
But that is precisely to deny to form everything specific to it; because “to limit” is a function common 
to every form of finite being without exception. If that exhausts the function of form in finite being (and 
anyone inclined to think that surely Llamzon must be eccentric in missing so obvious and fatal a point 
is free to consult the Neothomist allies Llamzon accurately cites without me having to repeat their 
citation here), we would have to conclude that finite existence itself is what specifies this individual as 
an alligator, that as a termite, and that as a human being. But, of course, that is not merely to insist on 
the primacy of esse, it is to assign to esse the function that Thomas (and everyone else, including Bañez 
himself) assigns to essentia as formal. Thomas did not achieve distinction by denying what everyone 
else agreed to, but by seeing that very agreement in a light that showed that esse considered as a proper 
effect has no cause as such in the finite order, as we said above in our “Note on the Distinction between 
Essence and Existence”, p. 207.

When Thomas Aquinas cites approvingly the ancient adage that forma dat esse, indeed he does not 
mean that esse flows from the form as from the source; what he means is that form specifies which finite 
channel the current of this individual existence must flow in, and it does it from within by the actuation 
it receives from the actus essendi. Essence, as distinct from existence, indeed gets whatever reality it has 
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name Joannes a Sancto Thoma, and with whom the continuous Latin line of the classical 
Thomist commentators came to an end. As Capreolus was princeps, so Poinsot is ultimus, 
fixed forever in history, as Maritain justly said,306 as “the latest and most mature of the 
geniuses who explained St. Thomas” in the Latin line. As we will see over our next two 
chapters, Poinsot figures even more prominently than Aquinas himself in bringing the 
Latin Age to close with a successful resolution of that main speculative problem with 
which Augustine had (so inadvertently) both opened and defined that age in contrast to 
Greek antiquity.

Within the Latin line or “school” of Thomism, pre-eminence has long and justly 
been accorded to three members. Through the range, depth, and distinctiveness of their 
work, Cajetan and Poinsot have earned this status. Also for depth and distinctiveness, 
but over a narrower range, Bañez ranks as third of the pre-eminent three.

It is almost time to consider some new names to add to the list, not of the classical 
Latin commentators, to be sure, for that is a time definitively past, a role closed, but 
from the authors of the Neothomistic revival of the turn of the 20th century. Who the 
names will be from the “New Scholasticism” of the 19th and 20th centuries is probably 
clear enough from what has already been said.307 It should also be clear from what has 
been said that the truest judgment in this whole matter has been expressed in the words 
of Maritain. “Philosophy lives on dialogue and conversation”, he said;308 “to continue 
the conversation with congenial and clear-sighted companions of the sta ture of Ca-
jetan, Bañez, and John of St. Thomas is a privilege of the genius of Thomas Aquinas 
and of his grace-given mission”. For “the development of St. Thomas’ doctrine in the 
works of the com mentators is a fascinating process to which not enough attention has 
been given”.

Into the Abyss
In Aquinas’s fundamental criticism of Augustine’s definition of sign can be seen the 

flames of the “constantly alive, burning and inevitable problem” Beuchot noted309 as 
Augustine’s principal bequest to posterity in the matter of what we now call “semiotics”. 
This is the name used after Locke and Peirce. But the medievals referred to the subject 
area in their own technical argot as the doctrina signorum or “doc trine of signs”, an ex-
pression also adopted by both Locke and Peirce, then Sebeok also,310 as a synonymous 
ampli fication of “semiotics” as a proper name. We have also seen that much, though not 
all, of the thought of Aquinas is bound up with matters that either depend on the prob-
lem of the sign, or are so closely kin thereto as to defy satisfactory outcome unless they 
can be reworked in the light of a doctrine of signs — such problems as the ens ut primum 

from esse; but the reality it gets is not only that of a finite form, a limit; it is rather that of a finite form, 
a specification according to which existence can be exercised and does exercise itself in this rather than 
that finite way.

306 Maritain 1953: v. Cf. Ramirez (1924: 806): “Jean de Saint-Thomas est regardé à juste titre comme 
l’un des plus grands théologiens thomistes. Ses contemporains, d’une voix unanime, l’appelèrent un 
second Thomas, brillante étoile en face du Soleil (saint Thomas d’Aquin); et toujours, on le plaça en 
compagnie de Cajetan et de Bañez, aux côtes de l’Ange de l’École.”

307 See p. 207 above.
308 Maritain 1953: v.
309 Beuchot 1986: 26 (see Chapter 6 above, p. 95).
310 See Williams 1985 and 2010.
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cognitum (being-as-first-known) and the analogia entis (“analogy of being”), which we 
have explored at length.

Yet beyond his rejection of Augustine’s definition as inadequate to express the gen-
eral notion of sign accord ing to its proper being, Aquinas, unfortunately (for it would be 
most interesting to have seen his mind directly at work on the problem), never focuses 
his attention directly on what exactly is it that the most general definition of sign ex-
presses or applies to, insofar as signum says something common to sensible objects and 
psy chological states alike. Aquinas does not directly address the question of the possible 
nominalistic character of Augus tine’s proposal,311 even though clearly in the case of his 
writings he did not consider the doctrine of signs to be a nominalistic doctrine. Indeed, 
it is plain from his work that he had little use for theories of a nominalist variety, and 
he was never tempted to adopt one as his own in any area outside the one area he pre-
ferred to avoid entirely, the area of empty discourse, or even discourse which deliber-
ately avoids clarity about its content.312

Aquinas himself, in short, left the problem of the being proper to signs still to be 
confronted head-on. But he had a contemporary who did not so leave the problem. And 
thereby hangs a largely untold tale of the closing Latin centuries. Where the standard 
histories to now veer off after Ockham into Renaissance humanism inspired particularly 
by the recovery in Latin of Plato, even though the universities remain in that period 
quite emphatically “scholastic” as founded on the Aristotelian corpus since the late 12th 
century, we now are able to follow that mainstream via the heretofore unnoticed main 
line of development — the doctrine of signs — that gives unity to the Latin Age as a 
whole, making of it truly the “middle age” between antiquity and modernity, and also, as 
we have hinted and will soon enough clearly see, the precursor of postmodernity beyond 
the “moderns”.

311 See “The Possible Nominalistic Character of Augustine’s Proposal” in Chapter 6, p. 133.
312 It is hard to imagine what he would have thought of the later Wittgenstein’s attempt to turn the 

whole of philosophy into a nom inalism; or of the attempt of Derrida to make free association under 
individual cleverness the rule for guiding judgments in philosophy.
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addenduM To chaPTeR 8: 
PRojecTing inTo PosTModeRniTy 
aquinas on faiTh and Reason1

The abyss into which the last Chapter has propelled us concerns the historical la-
cuna, the “grand canyon”, of the scholastic development of the doctrine of signs as 
providing the cenoscopic basis for all science, including the modern notion of science as 
ideoscopy, which gains full traction only as the Latin Age nears its end. This is the abyss 
of the late Latin centuries of Scholasticism as treated — or rather, not treated — in what 
I call the “standard modern histories of philosophy”.

Yet there is another abyss here, the unanswerable question of what Aquinas, with 
his view of the complicity between faith and reason, would have made of the Protes-
tant Reformation in its initiation and consequences, and of the Second Vatican Coun-
cil, which for the first time recognized in concrete and practical terms the reality of 
individual conscience and the need for a civil order not directly subject to ecclesiasti-
cal control.

Let us pause on our way to exploring the abyss of historical forgetfulness concern-
ing the sometimes-called “Second Scholasticism” (which in fact was but the unbroken 
continuing development of the so-called “high middle ages” or “First Scholasticism”) 
to consider the consequences for our own time of Aquinas’ view of reason as the root of 
human good. This requires a slight detour, but an important one, central to our under-
standing of the Latin Age as being, besides an occurrence of the past, also an influence 
on the future of intellectual culture.

1. Religious Controversy in the Lifetime of Aquinas
We know that Aquinas, enroute to a council to deal with the matter when he was 

struck down, had hopes that the split of the Greek from the Latin Church could be 
overcome in his time. That hope that proved vain, though the story is not yet over.

We know what Aquinas thought of Judaism: that it was the forerunner and har-
binger of the “new and everlasting covenant” founded on the Incarnation of Jesus as 
prophesied in the Jewish scriptures.

1 I am grateful to Professors Mark Roberts and Max Bonilla of the Franciscan University in 
Steubenville, Ohio, for their invitation to present at their university a lecture titled “Taking Faith 
Seriously” on this crucial topic, 9 April 2010. This Appendix is an adaptation of that lecture to the 
present work.
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We know too what Aquinas thought of Islam, that it was overly carnal and violent, 
and that against it “we must have recourse to natural reason, to which all humans should 
give consent”, even though “in divine matters natural reason has its failings”.2

In particular, we know that Aquinas did not have a high opinion of Muhammad as 
a “prophet” so-called, for a number of reasons.3 In Aquinas’ view, Muhammad “did not 
bring forth any signs produced in a supernatural way, which alone gives fitting witness 
to divine inspiration”, but proffered rather “signs which are not lacking even to robbers 
and tyrants”, namely, “the power of armaments” violently employed “to force others to 
become his followers”. The Old Testament prophets utter “no pronouncements offering 
Muhammad any witness”, for perhaps which reason “he perverts the testimonies of the 
Old and the New Testament by making them into fabrications of his own, as can be 
seen by anyone who examines his law”. He “seduces people by the promise of carnal 
pleasures to which the concupiscence of the flesh goads us” and “formulates teachings in 
conformity with his promises, giving free rein to carnal pleasure”, thus harnessing “the 
concupiscence of the flesh which goads us” to the service of his teachings — teachings 
“such as can be grasped by the natural ability of anyone with a very modest wisdom”, 
but which hardly inspire wisdom of a higher order than that pertaining to earthly type 
goods and carnal type rewards.

The emphasis on carnality in Islam particularly galled Aquinas, with his notion of 
the spiritual life as belonging to a higher way. For example:4

2 Aquinas i.1259/65: Summa contra gentiles Liber 1, cap. 2. n. 4 (in Busa ed. vol 2, p. 1): “Secundo, 
quia quidam eorum, ut Mahumetistae et Pagani, non conveniunt nobiscum in auctoritate alicuius 
Scripturae, per quam possint convinci, sicut contra Iudaeos disputare possumus per vetus testamentum, 
contra haereticos per novum. Hi vero neutrum recipiunt. Unde necesse est ad naturalem rationem 
recurrere, cui omnes assentire coguntur. Quae tamen in rebus divinis deficiens est.” 

3 Here I summarize from Aquinas i.1259/65: Summa contra gentiles Liber 1, cap. 6. n. 7 (in Busa 
ed. vol 2, p. 2 col. 2): “Hi vero qui sectas errorum introduxerunt processerunt via contraria: ut patet in 
Mahumeto qui carnalium voluptatum promissis, ad quorum desiderium carnalis concupiscentia instigat, 
populus illexit. Praecepta etiam tradidit promissis conformia, voluptati carnali habenas relaxans, in 
quibus in promptu est a carnalibus hominibus obediri. Documenta etiam veritatis non attulit nisi quae 
de facili a quolibet mediocriter sapiente naturali ingenio cognosci possint: quin potius vera quae docuit 
multis fabulis et falsissimis doctrinis immiscuit. Signa etiam non adhibuit supernaturaliter facta, quibus 
solis divinae inspirationi conveniens testimonium adhibetur, dum operatio visibilis quae non potest 
esse nisi divina, ostendit doctorem veritatis invisibiliter inspiratum: sed dixit se in armorum potentia 
missum, quae signa etiam latronibus et tyrannis non desunt. Ei etiam non aliqui sapientes, in rebus 
divinis et humanis exercitati, a principio crediderunt: sed homines bestiales in desertis morantes, omnis 
doctrinae divinae prorsus ignari, per quorum multitudinem alios armorum violentia in suam legem 
coegit. Nulla etiam divina oracula praecedentium prophetarum ei testimonium perhibent: quin potius 
quasi omnia veteris et novi testamenti documenta fabulosa narratione depravat, ut patet eius legem 
inspicienti. Unde astuto consilio libros veteris et novi testamenti suis sequacibus non reliquit legendos, 
ne per eos falsitatis argueretur. Et sic patet quod eius dictis fidem adhibentes leviter credunt.”

4 Aquinas c.1264: De rationibus fidei, cap. 3 (in Busa ed. vol. 3, p. 509): “Primum igitur 
considerandum est derisibilem esse irrisionem qua nos irrident, quod ponimus Christum filium Dei, 
quasi Deus uxorem habuerit. Cum enim sint carnales, non possunt nisi ea quae sunt carnis et sanguinis 
cogitare. Quilibet autem sapiens considerare potest, quod non est idem modus generationis in omnibus 
rebus, sed in unaquaque re invenitur generatio secundum proprietatem suae naturae. ...

“Deus autem non est carnalis naturae, ut feminam requirat, cui commisceatur ad prolis 
generationem, sed est spiritualis sive intellectualis naturae, immo magis supra omnem intellectum. Est 
igitur in eo generatio accipienda secundum quod convenit intellectuali naturae. Et quamvis intellectus 
noster ab intellectu divino deficiat, non possumus tamen aliter loqui de intellectu divino nisi secundum 
similitudinem eorum quae in intellectu nostro invenimus.”
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First of all we must observe that Muslims are silly in ridiculing us for holding that Christ 
is the Son of the living God, as if God had a wife.5 Since they are carnal, they can think 
only of what is flesh and blood. For any wise man can observe that the mode of genera-
tion is not the same for everything, but generation applies to each thing according to the 
special manner of its nature. ...

God, however, is not of a fleshly nature, requiring a woman to copulate with to 
generate offspring, but he is of a spiritual or intellectual nature, much higher than every 
intellectual nature. So generation should be understood of God as it applies to an intel-
lectual nature.

Similarly, he did not think highly of the Islamic teaching that Jesus did not actually 
but only seemed to die on the cross, rooted as it was in their denial of the compatibil-
ity of the unity of the Godhead with an inner life of communion among a Trinity of 
Persons:6

A similar blindness makes Muslims ridicule the Christian Faith by which we profess that 
the Son of God died, since they do not understand the depth of such a great mystery. 
First of all, lest the death of the Son of God be misinterpreted, ... we do not say that the 
Son of God underwent death according to his divine nature, in which he is equal to the 
Father who is the foundational life of everything, but according to our own nature which 
he adopted into the unity of his person.

To say something about the mystery of the divine incarnation, we must observe 
that any intellectual agent operates through a conception of his intellect, which we call 
a word, ....

Thus, when it came to Islam, Aquinas seems to have placed his whole trust in hu-
man reason — with yet the caveat that “in divine matters natural reason has its failings”, 
together with his realization that habit (upbringing in a given culture) amounts to a 
“second nature” for the human animal7 — as able to show that the human good cannot 
be reduced to the measure of Sharia law. And of course there is the Islamic claim that the 
Koranic text strictly is untranslatable, because only the original Arabic is the language of 
Allah — a root claim (cf. pp. 238–239 above) which will never survive the light of day.

2. Religious Controversy in Later Times:  
Aquinas and the Reformation

In 1517 Martin Luther (10 November 1483–1546 February 18) went public with his 
“95 theses” critical of the practices that had become common in the Latin church under 
papal authority. Thomas Aquinas had been dead by then just short of two-hundred-and-
fifty years. Luther is the most famous of the Protestant reformers, not because he was 

5 What would Aquinas make of the Mormon teaching on this score?
6 Ibid. cap. 5 (in Busa ed. vol. 3, p. 510): “Ex simili autem mentis caecitate Christianam fidem irrident, 

quia confitetur Christum Dei filium mortuum esse, tanti mysterii profunditatem non intelligentes. Et 
ne mors filii Dei perverse intelligatur, prius aliquid de filii Dei incarnatione dici oportet. Non enim 
dicimus filium Dei morti subiectum fuisse secundum naturam divinam, in qua aequalis est patri, quae 
est fontalis omnium vita, sed secundum nostram naturam, quam assumpsit in unitatem personae. Ad 
incarnationis igitur divinae mysterium aliqualiter considerandum, oportet advertere, quod omne per 
intellectum agens, per conceptionem sui intellectus, quam dicimus verbum, operatur, ...”.

7 This was as close as the scholastics got to the later modern discoveries of collective unconscious 
and preconscious realities shaping the identities of persons within their culture: cf. Maritain 1953a.
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the first to propose reform of Catholicism, but rather because he was the first to live 
to tell about it. And it is remarkable that a religious figure — an ordained priest of the 
Latin Church — excommunicated by the Pope and outlawed by the Emperor should 
have lived to see actual fruit from his reforms.

Like the Buddha in Hinduism, long before (c563–483bc), Luther did not intend to 
found a new church but to reform the existing one. But, again like the Buddha, things 
developed suchwise that a new religious movement, rather than a reform of the old pure 
and simple, was the result.

Augustine, ignored in the Greek Orthodox world because of his ignorance of Greek, 
stood nonetheless as the earliest major thinker for the Latin Age, as we have seen. He 
survived the Reformation unscathed, as great a figure for Protestant thinkers as he had 
been for Catholic thinkers before the Reformation years and continued to be for Catho-
lic thinkers down to the present.

Aquinas was not so lucky. When the Fathers of the Council of Trent (1545–1563) 
decided to place the Summa theologiae of Aquinas open on the altar along with the De-
cretals, despite the challenge to their authenticity already raised by the scholarship of 
Renaissance humanism,8 they ensured that Protestant thinkers would be turned off by 
the work of Aquinas! By declaring him “their own”, the Council Fathers in effect di-
minished the intellectual stature of Aquinas for the post-Reformation Latin (and subse-
quently national language modern) culture as a whole, making of him in effect a “ghetto 
Catholic thinker” for centuries to come. Indeed, only in late 20th/early 21st century, 
post-Vatican II intellectual culture has Aquinas begun to emerge from the Tridentine 
ghetto context and to be universally recognized for the intellectual giant that he is — 
easily the equivalent for medieval Latin philosophy that Aristotle was for ancient Greek 
philosophy, or that Kant or Hegel are for modern national language philosophy. Trent 
might have done us all a favor if they had left both Aquinas and the Decretals off the 
altar during their dragged-out sessions.9

We have no way to know with certainty how Aquinas would have responded to the 
situation of ecclesiastical corruption with civil collusion in which Luther found himself. 
But we can indeed know what Aquinas would have thought of Luther’s “Here I stand. 
Before God I can do no other” attitude:10

It is not the place of the subject to pass judgment on the command in itself in its own 
wisdom and goodness, but it is his responsibility to pass judgment on his own fulfilling 
of the command here and now. For every person is bound to examine his own actions ac-
cording to the knowledge which he himself has from God, whether natural or acquired, 
or infused from above; for every human being is obliged to act according to reason.

8 On the abuse and influence of the false decretals, see Chapter 2 above, p. 44.
9 The Council of Trent examined up close looks rather different than when considered only from 

afar. A good beginning for an “up close” look is the 1619 book of Paolo Sarpi (14 August 1552–
1623 January 15), Istoria del Concilio Tridentino, edited in this first edition by the infamous ecclesiastic 
Marco Antonio de Dominis (exhumed three months after dying, to be tried in the Campo di Fiore of 
Giordano Bruno fame, and as Bruno had been for heresy burned alive, so de Dominis was burned dead: 
see Chapter 11 below, p. 382 text and note 5), then later published in 1629 at Geneva with the minor 
alterations of de Dominis removed. 

10 Aquinas c.1256/59: De Veritate q. 17. art. 5 ad 4 (in Busa ed. vol. 3 p. 110): “Ad quartum 
dicendum, quod subditus, non habet iudicare de praecepto praelati, sed de impletione praecepti, quae 
ad ipsum spectat. Unusquisque enim tenetur actus suos examinare ad scientiam quam a Deo habet, sive 
sit naturalis, sive acquisita, sive infusa: omnis enim homo debet secundum rationem agere.”
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W. Norris Clarke glosses11 the “obliged to act according to reason” thus: “i.e., in context 
according to his or her own personal participation in reason”. Clarke goes on to say that12

In a word, responsible obedience, which alone is worthy of the moral dignity of the 
human person, requires that I freely and responsibly judge whether it is here and now 
good for me to obey, a judgment that cannot be abdicated to anyone else, even to the 
Pope himself, or an angel. What a ringing affirmation of the responsible freedom of the 
mature moral person under God!

The Reformation in many ways reminds me of the French Revolution: in the dis-
tance, it seems a glorious event presaging a glorious future if successful; yet examined up 
close, the details of the interactions involved are profoundly disturbing and mixed with 
much of evil. Still, that is almost normal in the historical examination of human affairs. 
And whatever were the abuses of the Latin Roman Church provoking the rebellion, the 
biblical fundamentalism of the reformers hardly did justice or constitute a tribute to hu-
man reason in its own order.

Still and all, when Luther responded to a papal letter demanding his submission 
with the query (I paraphrase): “Yes, Holy Father. And when I die, will you take my place 
before the Judgment Seat?”, we have good reason to think that Aquinas from the gal-
lery might well have said “Bravo!”, for, especially in important matters, matters of great 
consequence, there is no escaping individual responsibility in our actions on this earth 
(or — assuming space travel will continue and expand — anywhere else the individual 
may venture in the cosmos).

3. Taking Faith Seriously in the Postmodern Situation
If reason — more exactly, the intellectual nature of the human person — provides 

the root of human goodness and the main measure of right and wrong in human be-
havior, as we have seen Aquinas assert, and yet faith concerns the final end and destiny 
of this “intellectually reasoning animal”, how do we put the two, reason and faith, the 
temporal beginning and the eternal destiny of the human person, together in practice?

This question was complicated enough in Aquinas’ own day, as we have seen, and 
has surely not become simpler, but rather more complex, in the developments of human 
culture since the Reformation.

In particular, the 21st century has taken a strange turn. Not only do we see the 
emergence of a “New Atheism” based on the Enlightenment view that science concerns 
only what can be seen and touched, but we are confronted with a resurgence of Islam as 
a religion which, since the 12th century, has dismissed reason as a check on the religious 
claims over the conduct of civil and individual life. The Soviet experiment to eliminate 
religion from public life has failed. Where do we go from here? What is “faith” — reli-
gious faith — all about, and how are we to assess its proper place in human life? Above 
all, perhaps, on what basis are we to adjudicate the competing claims to being “the one, 
true faith” advanced by different parties?

Let us try to adopt the stand on faith and reason enunciated by Aquinas, and see 
how well it stands up today. Assuming — as Aquinas certainly did — the truth of the 
Christian faith (at least in this sense: that if every Christian followed the teachings and 

11 Clarke 1993: 52.
12 Ibid. 52–53.
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example of Jesus, Christianity would be a religion of peace, which neither the example 
of the Jewish bible, nor that of the Koran together with the Hadith and “sayings of 
the prophet”, can warrantably claim), then where do we find ourselves standing in the 
dawning era of a global intellectual culture fraught with competing claims and traditions 
of religious truth?

By “faith” here we mean religious faith, as belief in what concerns the ultimate des-
tiny of the human person under God as the creative Source sustaining the universe of 
finite being. Let me be clear on the point. This is not something about which we know 
a great deal, and it is sure ly important to keep in mind the difference between knowl-
edge strictly speaking, in the sense of what can be inferred with necessity from what is 
directly given or established within human experience, and the sort of knowledge that 
faith provides, which cannot be strictly inferred from anything experienced but which, 
nonetheless, experience and reflection thereon gives us reason for hope — hope that 
what we have come to believe regarding our final destiny is true.

Thus Thomas Aquinas, writing around 1264 on “how to argue with unbelievers”,13 
warned not only that one “should not try to prove the Faith by necessary reasons”, but 
warned also that to pretend in argument or to convey by our attitude that such proof 
is available, is to make a mockery of the very faith one professes. Now since “what we 
believe” we accept because we consider it to be revealed by God, and there is no room 
for error in the divine knowledge, whatever God has revealed is far more certain than 
anything we can prove by rational means based on experience. “Is it not so?”

4. The Triune God
Well, yes and no. The question of “what has been revealed” is far from clear and 

simple, and many have been the mistakes along the way. According to St Thomas, “the 
Christian faith prin ci pally consists in acknowledging the holy Trinity”, the Three Per-
sons who, as One God, are the cause of all being, in the sense of being the only agent 
presupposing nothing in order act. This notion of the Triune God as “creator of heaven 
and earth” is a profound notion, one which it does us well to try to grasp at the very 
beginning of any inquiry into faith, for the notion of creation lies at the very heart of any 
human understanding of God.14

In his own day, the common assumption of theologians was that the Bible, as the re-
vealed word of God, teaches “that the world had a beginning in time”. Church authori-
ties of the day considered this to be grounds enough for condemning and forbidding 
the reading of the newly rediscovered works of Aristotle, for Aristotle taught that the 
universe was eternal, changing only in individuals, and only individuals on the earth, all 
else in the cosmos remaining ever the same. Since the teaching of Aristotle is contrary 

13 Aquinas c.1264: cap. 2; see also 1266/73: Summa theologiae 1.32.1c, and 1265/66: De Potentia 
Dei q. 9. art. 5. Thus his brother in religion of the late 20th century, Vincent Guagliardo, O.P, (2010) 
accurately summarizes Aquinas’ view this way: “The theologian, as one who stands within faith (and 
not above it), is not in the position of “proving” faith from some privileged vantage point, but only of 
educing arguments which show the plausibility, or reasonability, of faith, i.e., that what is proposed by 
faith is not irrational or contradictory to reason.”

14 Aquinas c.1264, cap. 7: “Providentiae autem est ordinem rerum non destruere, sed salvare. ... 
credimus totam naturae dispositionem et humanos actus divinae providentiae esse subiectam. Hac 
enim credulitate sublata, omnis divinitatis cultus excluditur.” — “God’s providence does not destroy 
the nature and order of things, but preserves them. ... the whole disposition of nature and all human 
acts are subject to Divine Providence. Take this belief away and all worship of the Divinity is excluded.”
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to what the Bible reveals concerning the universe, these authorities argued, the teaching 
of Aristotle is heretical.

Not so, answered Aquinas, for reason shows us that there is nothing contradictory 
about the universe being co-eternal, provided we understand that the eternity of God is 
immutable, whereas the eternity of creation, by contrast, is dependent upon receiving its 
existence at each moment from God, for “the nature of the creature is such that, if the 
creature were left to itself, it would be nothing.”15

In other of his writings, Aquinas made this point even more forcefully. Perhaps 
we could cite his proof of the reality of God from motion — what he considered “the 
first and more manifest way” of proving God’s reality, indeed — as a clarification of 
the point. The “idea of creation”, pared down to its essential and precisely understood, 
Thomas pointed out, has nothing whatever to do with a beginning of things in time. 
The question of whether the universe is eternal or had a beginning is strictly irrelevant 
to understanding the meaning of creation, for what is essential to the idea of creation is 
the dependency here and now of being as involving potentiality as well as actuality, upon 
being which has no intrinsic potentiality but only actuality.

Now of course the first and most basic actuality is existence, for while something ex-
isting can have various potentialities, when existence is taken away nothing remains. We 
might almost say that “nothing” is to the creative action of God what primary matter is 
to the agency of material substances, for God is the sole agent whose action presupposes 
nothing whatever, because the action most distinctive of God is the imparting and main-
taining of existence, from which all else in the finite order follows. Hence St Thomas’ 
favorite formula for affirming the reality of God: Ipsum Esse Subsistens.

This formula makes quite an important point for taking faith seriously; for having 
shown by rational demonstration the necessity of God as the cause of existence wher-
ever existence obtains,16 reason has established the realistic grounds for faith and laid, at 
the same time, a foundation for the hope that death is not the end of our existence, but 
the threshold for a union with God that will enable us to see in the divine essence itself 
the “reasons for being” that we experience in this life comparatively haphazardly and, 

15 Aquinas c.1271: “natura [creaturae] talis esset quod esset nihil, si sibi relinqueretur.”
16 In late modern times it was often claimed, falsely, that Thomas Aquinas was the first to realize the 

difference between what something is and the act of existence that it exercises — and this despite the 
fact that Thomas himself tells us otherwise, holding, in fact that the real distinction between essence and 
existence is among that handful of truths that is self-evident to all human beings (per se nota quoad omnes) 
with a functioning intellect. Aristotle, along with everyone else who has reached adulthood in the human 
species, was quite well aware of the distinction between essence and existence. (After all, it is the basis 
of worry whenever a friend or loved one does not show up when and where expected!) But in Aristotle’s 
analysis of causation existence was simply presupposed: an agent requires something upon which to 
act. What St Thomas introduced into the discussion of causality was precisely to address directly what 
Aristotle presupposed: whence the existence which the interaction of finite beings presupposed? And 
what Aquinas achieved was to show that the divine causality differs from the causality we witness and 
experience in the interaction of finite beings in presupposing nothing at all, imparting the existence which 
all other causality within the universe of finite being presupposes in order to occur. By placing existence 
itself, as the basis of all other acts, in the perspective of an effect, Thomas was able to show that existence 
is the one effect of which God alone is the imparting and sustaining cause: wherever there is existence of 
any sort, there is the “creatio ex nihilo” action of God; and given existence, further action immediately 
and necessarily follows according to the type of finite being which possesses existence as the basis and 
“sine qua non” of interaction with its surrounding finite beings as constituting an “environment”.

For a full discussion of this matter, see my “Note on the distinction between essence and existence” 
in Deely 2001: 290–297.
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as it were, in the dark. On this point Aquinas says that our hope has a twofold direction: 
“what we look forward to after death”, along with the belief or expectation — the hope 
— that “we will have in this life divine assistance in rightly exercising our freedom of 
choice so as to attain a final happiness beyond the grave”.17

Thus our faith is not in the existence of God, for this, as demonstrable by reason, 
is rather a “preamble to” than an “article of” faith.18 Moreover, this belief, even when 
prescissively verified rational analysis, does not distinguish the Christian religion from 
the other monotheistic faiths, notably Judaism and Islam. What distinguishes Christian 
belief, the point where Christian faith steps beyond even those faiths which share mono-
theism as a central doctrine, lies rather in the personal nature of God as one in substance 
but three in persons as relations subsistently constituting the inner life of God as a com-
munication among persons which, by the Incarnation of the Second Person of the Trinity, 
extends itself also to finite persons in a special way, namely, by divine grace and love 
creating the “community of faith”. Guagliardo notes:19

The attempt even to speak of such a plurality [of persons within the divine unity, the “one-
ness” of God] already assumes a Christian context: “From natural reason philosophers 
have never thought that God speaks in so far as speaking implies distinction of persons 
...”.20 Nor have other religions thought that way, including the great monotheistic ones.

One’s faith as Christian faith, prescissively taken, concerns rather our relation with God 
in the order of spiritual being, understood most basically as that form of being which 
does not end with bodily existence but consists in an existence, albeit finite, which is 
capable of a union with God after death, a union wherein our knowledge by concepts 
in this life is supplanted by a vision of being mediated only by the divine essence itself 
common to the Three Divine Persons whereon all existence emanates and depends so 
far as it reaches.

5. The Incarnation
In the context of specifically Christian faith, our main grounds for hope in the inter-

est of God in our personal lives, no doubt, come from our belief in the Incarnation, that 
the Second Person of the Trinity would assume our very nature in order to inspire us to 
that transcendence of animal life in which spirituality most becomes manifest. So, just as 
there is no greater proof of love than to lay down one’s life for another, so faith which is 
Christian — again in the words of St Thomas — “glories especially in the cross of our 
lord Jesus Christ”.21 And he adds, as a further consideration concerning the Incarnation:22

17 Aquinas c.1264, caput 1: “in auxilio Dei, quo in hac vita iuvamur ad futuram beatitudinem per 
opera liberi arbitrii promerendam.”

18 Aquinas 1266: Summa theologiae 1.2. art. 2 ad 1: “quod Deum esse, et alia huiusmodi quae per 
rationem naturalem nota possunt esse de Deo, ut dicitur Rom. I non sunt articuli fidei, sed praeambula 
ad articulos, sic enim fides praesupponit cognitionem naturalem.” See fn. 41, p. 292 below; and the 
discussion in Deely 2001: 304–305. See also McInerny 2006.

19 Guagliardo 1995c.
20 Quoting Aquinas 1256/59: De Veritate q. 2. art. 4. ad 12.
21 Aquinas c.1264: “specialiter gloriatur in cruce domini nostri Iesu Christi.”
22 Ibid.: “homo habens intellectum et affectum ad corporalia depressum, ad ea quae supra se sunt, 

de facili elevari non poterat. Facile est autem cuilibet homini ut alium hominem diligat et cognoscat; 
sed considerare divinam altitudinem, et in eam ferri per debitum amoris affectum, non est quorumlibet 
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The human being, whose intellect and affections are weighed down towards bodily 
things, cannot easily turn to things that are above himself. It is easy for any man to know 
and love another man, but to think of the loftiness of the divine [“divinam altitudinem”] 
and be carried to it by the proper affection of love is not for everyone .... Therefore, to 
open the way to God for everyone, God willed to take on human nature [in the Person 
of the Son], so that even children could know and love God as someone like themselves; 
and so by what they can grasp they can progress little by little to perfection.

6. The Immortality of Human Individuals
Let us dwell for a moment on the belief in an “afterlife”, in a survival of our soul 

after the body succumbs to dissolution. Is this an article of faith or merely a preamble to 
faith? In other words, can reason demonstrate the immortality of the soul? There are cer-
tainly grounds therefor. St Thomas argues that any cognitive power directly dependent 
upon a bodily organ is by reason of that dependency limited in scope, is restricted to 
knowing only a definite range of phenomena. But the human understanding in principle 
exhibits no such limit, but extends to the whole of physical being, spiritual as well as 
material. Moreover, the human intellect is able to reflect upon its own act of awareness, 
something which would not be possible if the intellect depended directly upon a bodily 
organ, for such a complete “reflexion” is the equivalent of a finger scratching its own tip 
— something precluded by the fact that the finger as a bodily organ is extended in space. 
Since the intellect, then, as a cognitive power, has no organ directly of its own, it must be 
the power of a soul which is of a spiritual nature in the strict sense, one capable, that is, 
at least in its intellectual aspect, of surviving the destruction of any and all bodily organs.

Such must indeed be the case if the human soul is by nature immortal. How con-
vincing is the argument? Is it demonstrative, an inescapable conclusion of reasoning on 
the facts before us? Many among those calling themselves “Thomist” so assert, and that 
seemed indeed to be the position of Thomas himself. Regardless of our assessment of 
this particular line of argument, it is one that we will ultimately be unable to avoid put-
ting to the test.

In the meantime, the example of Cardinal Cajetan (20 February 1469–1534 Au-
gust 9), the Vatican’s last representative to confront Luther, provides us with a sobering 
example. On the First Sunday of Advent in 1503, Cajetan gave a sermon attended by 
then-Pope Julius II, wherein Cajetan denounced with unsurpassed hauteur the view 
enunciated by Pietro Pomponazzi (16 September 1462–1525 May 18), which was gain-
ing considerable ground in the Renaissance circles of the time. According to this view, 
immortality was “knowable only by the light of faith”. Cajetan rejected this claim as 
“blindness and folly”. By the time of the 5th Lateran Council (1512–1517), he was in the 
minority voting, on 19 December 1513, against the Bull Apostolici regiminis, which the 
Council adopted, containing the demand that professors of philosophy in the universi-
ties be called upon to refute the view that the human soul is mortal. In a careful exami-
nation of the surrounding details, Christopher Martin has shown that the complexity of 
the Bull makes it unclear from that vote alone whether indeed Cajetan as of 1513 had 
already abandoned his view as expressed in 1503;23 but we know independently that in 

hominum ... Ut igitur omnibus hominibus facilis pateret via ad Deum, voluit Deus homo fieri, ut etiam 
parvuli Deum cogitare et amare possent quasi similem sibi; et sic per id quod capere possunt, paulatim 
proficerent ad perfectum.”

23 Martin 1995: 34–35. Indeed, Martin in this careful text is able to show that the common 
view reported among scholars, at least since Offelli 1955 — that the Apostolici regiminis Bull of 1513 
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fact Cajetan had done so, from his commentary on Aristotle’s De Anima of 1509;24 and 
we know further that he emphatically affirmed this change of mind subsequent to the 
Lateran Council in the scriptural commentaries of his later years.25

7. The Labile Boundary of Faith Respecting Reason
This case illustrates the point that the line between faith and reason is not always 

hard and fast; but it also illustrates St Thomas’ point that preambles to faith and articles 
of faith have this much in common: they are not opposites but complementaries; for the 
conclusions of philosophical demonstrations overall point in the direction of religious 
belief or faith, even though the articles of that faith exceed, or go beyond, what reason 
can directly prove. Thus philosophical truths may be said to be suggestive even if not 
demonstrative of articles of faith.

Here is what strikes me as the single most remarkable claim of Thomas Aquinas on 
this matter of taking faith seriously, namely, the fact that, in order to take faith with its full 
and proper seriousness, one has also to take human reason in full seriousness — not just in this 
or that respect, but reason in its full extent and capacity.

8. Fundamentalism
Usually, in our culture, people are called “fundamentalists” when religion is the only 

thing that they take seriously, or claim to; and that usually means reliance on the Bible 
as the one and only certain source of human knowledge.26 When science runs afoul of 
the Bible, with these folks, it is the science that is to be thrown overboard.27 This same 
attitude has characterized Jewish fundamentalism; also mainstream Islam as a religion, 
more particularly since its “self-beheading” in the early 12th century.28 Perhaps that 
twelfth century clash between orthodoxy, as represented by al-Ghazali, and philosophy, 
as represented by Averroes, did not have to turn the way it did, and the Islamic culture 
under better sages (and political figures) may one day open again. But from the time of 
al-Ghazali well into the twentieth century and beyond,29 so in fact has Islamic culture 
turned: to the support of fundamentalist civilization where tradition does not suffer 
gladly nor far tolerate intrusions of reasoning as in any way an independent source for 
what concerns the governance of human affairs. History is never over as long as there 
are living human beings; and we are paying today for the anti-rational turn that Islam 
chose in the 12th century!

proclaimed the philosophical demonstrability of the immortality of the human soul — is mistaken.
24 Super libros de anima (Rome, 1509).
25 In Epistolas Pauli, especially Romans 9 (1519); In Evangelia Matthei, chapter 22 (Gaeta, 1527); and 

In Ecclesiasten, chapter 3 (Rome, 1542).
26 With Muslims, of course, it is the Koran; with Mormons, the Book of Mormon; with orthodox 

Jews, only the Old Testament, but retained in its proper order, not the Christian deformation thereof. 
(Cf. Miles 1995.)

27 I am thinking of the extreme case of a woman I know who considers dinosaurs to be a trick used 
by the devil to prevent us from realizing that the earth in fact was created by God only 5,000 years ago.

28 See the discussion in Chapter 2 above, pp. 33–37.
29 There were key Muslim leaders in the 19th and early 20th century who militated against Islamic 

fundamentalism in politics; but their influence in the 21st century’s opening decade can only be 
described as “fading”.
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Fundamentalism of that sort, i.e., wholly reliant on a surface reading of texts deemed 
by their readers to be “divinely inspired” or “revealed” texts, in the view of St Thomas, 
which I share, actually belittle faith. In the Catholic Church we have had our share of it, 
and at the highest levels.

Consider the case of the Carmelite Friar Paolo Antonio Foscarini (c.1565–1616 
June 10). He published in Naples a booklet, Della Mobilita del La Terra, et Stabilita del 
Sole, e del nuovo Pittagorico Sistema del Mondo, attempting to show how the Bible might be 
read consistent with the astronomy of Copernicus. He shortly received from Cardinal 
Robert Bellarmine (1542-1621), then Head of the Roman Inquisition, a letter, dated 12 
April 1615, urging him to “consider whether in all prudence the Church could encour-
age giving to Scripture a sense contrary to the Holy Fathers and all the Latin and Greek 
commentators”, since

as you know, the Council [of Trent] prohibits interpreting Scripture against the com-
mon consensus of the Holy Fathers; and if Your [Reverence] wants to read not only the 
Holy Fathers, but also the modern commentaries on Genesis, the Psalms, Ecclesias-
tes, and Joshua, you will find all agreeing in the literal interpretation that the sun is in 
heaven and turns around the earth with great speed, and that the earth is very far from 
heaven and sits motionless at the center of the world.30

On 5 March of the following year, 1616, just three months and five days before Fosca-
rini was to die, and the very day of the condemnation of Copernicus’ view that the earth 
moved around the sun, the Vatican Congregation of the Index presented Friar Foscarini 
with a deathbed present in its decree “that the book of the Carmelite Father, Paolo 
Antonio Foscarini, be prohibited and condemned, and that all other books likewise, in 
which the same is taught, be prohibited, as this decree prohibits, condemns, and sus-
pends them all respectively”. The Congregation gave as the reason for its decree: “that 
this opinion may not spread any further to the prejudice of Catholic truth”.

That is “Catholic truth”, alright, but not “Catholic” in the sense of “universal”; it 
is rather “Catholic” in the sense of sectarian folly. Of course, it was a complex time for 
the religious “authorities”, and a pity that a man of Bellarmine’s cast of mind held the 
position that he did.31 But Protestantism can hardly escape from blame in these matters 
leading up to and culminating in the 23 June 1633 fiasco of the “Galileo Affair”. For 
all the Protestant reformers of the era, with the partial exception of John Calvin (10 
July 1509–1564 May 27), were biblical fundamentalists, and the Roman Church was 
dragged in that direction in order to maintain any hope of reconciliation among the 
Reformation sects.

There is irony in the circumstances of that historical fiasco, for none less than St 
Augustine himself, intel lectual hero no less to the Protestants than to the Catholics 
of Bellarmine’s day, had early warned against look ing to Scripture for any truths at all 
that are not strictly connected to the soul’s salvation.32 Only truths of that character, 

30 There is an incredible website amply illustrating Bellarmine’s point: <http://www.
scripturecatholic.com/geocentrism.html>.

31 In fact, Bellarmine’s views on Scripture were so rigid and literalistic that he should have recused 
himself from any involvement at all in the condemnation of Copernicus. Instead, he was the Master 
Stagesetter for the declaration as heretical of the views of Galileo 11 years, 3 months, and 5 days after 
Bellarmine’s death.

32 Most important in this regard was Augustine’s De Genesi ad litteram of i.401–415. But see also his 
De Genesi contra manichaeos of 388/90, and his De Genesi ad litteram imperfectus liber of 393/4 & 426/7.
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Augustine warned, not truths concerning natural phenomena, are, within the windings 
of scrip tural stories, guaranteed by divine revelation as the object of faith — a view that 
Galileo summarized with the famous formula33 “that the Holy Spirit’s intention [in Bib-
lical texts] is to teach us how to go to heaven, and not how the heavens go.”

Thus we may characterize “fundamentalism”, perhaps, as the willful inclination to 
find in the Bible truths that in fact are not proper to faith, and to assert as true matters 
that can only be determined by exercises of reason which are quite independent of Bible 
reading and need to be pursued for their own sake and on independent grounds.

9. The Stance of Augustine of Hippo:  
Only Faith Matters (“the one thing necessary”)

Augustine was pretty clear on rejecting the fundamentalist attitude. But he spoke as 
he did not out of respect for the fulness of, the full extent possible to, reason; nor did he 
speak out of recognition of the importance for humankind of developing anything like 
the modern scientific understanding. (In those days, in fact, the development of what 
we call “science” today had not even begun, and, given his own temperament, Augustine 
can hardly be blamed for failing to foresee it.) He spoke as he did out of concern for “the 
one thing necessary” from the point of view of the mortal individual’s long-range future, 
namely, salvation, with respect to which he considered what we now call science to be 
largely, if not completely, beside the point.

10. Aquinas’s Contrasting Stance  
— That Faith Cannot Supplant or Contravene Reason

That stance of Augustine does not directly belittle faith, but it does belittle science. 
And to belittle science, if the view of St Thomas on the role of reason is correct, is, indi-
rectly, and even if unwittingly, to belittle faith. For faith pertains to the good of human 
beings,34 and, says Aquinas, “the good of human beings stems from reason as its root” 
— that is to say, from human understanding as dependent upon sense and ordered to the 
understanding of the physical35 environment surrounding us. And, he adds (my italics),36

33 In his 1615 “Letter to Christina, Grand Duchess of Tuscany”.
34 A fact acknowledged belatedly by late modernity’s leading proponent of the “Enlightenment 

Project”: Habermas 2010.
35 Deely 2001: 382: “The reader should take note of the following. The prospectively infinite 

reach of human understanding is what lay behind the medieval fondness for the formula that ‘the 
intellectual soul is capable of becoming all things’ (‘anima est quodammodo omnia’, to quote exactly). 
The infinite reach of understanding is also behind the use, little understood today, by some of the 
best Latin authors of the term ‘physical’ to apply to whatever exists in the order of being as it exhibits 
an existence independent of the finite mind. In modern usage, ‘physical’ tends to be a synonym for 
‘material’, in contrast to ‘spiritual’. But in Latin philosophy, ‘physical’ extends equally to material and 
spiritual substances and to the esse divinum itself, even to the discussion of grace among the theologians. 
Modern ignorance on this point means that the student should note that ‘physical’ among the Latins 
can be extended also to spiritual being insofar as such being is cognition-independent. An angel would 
be no less ‘physical’ than a rock.”

36 Aquinas 1266/1273: Summa theologiae I-II, q. 24, art. 3 corpus (Busa 2 p. 388): “cum enim bonum 
hominis consistat in ratione sicut in radice, tanto istud bonum erit perfectius, quanto ad plura quae 
homini conveniunt, derivari potest. unde nullus dubitat quin ad perfectionem moralis boni pertineat 
quod actus exteriorum membrorum per rationis regulam dirigantur. ... secundum illud quod in Psalm 
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Since the good of human beings stems from reason as its root, this good will be the more per-
fect to the extent that it can be derived from consideration of the many things appropriate to human 
flourishing. Whence no one doubts that it pertains to the perfection of moral good that 
our outward actions be directed through the rule of reason ... in accordance with what 
is said in Psalm 83:3: ‘My heart and my flesh have rejoiced in the living God’: where by 
‘heart’ we are to understand the intellectual appetite, and by ‘flesh’ the sensitive appetite.

This view of St Thomas is not one that I have seen often — indeed, ever — empha-
sized. Yet it seems to me to go to the very heart of the matter of taking faith seriously. 
The notion of what constitutes sin itself St Thomas assimilates to his notion that reason 
is the root of the good of human beings:

If anyone says that something is sin because it offends God, the thinking falls short. For 
God has so created human beings that it is impossible for us to offend God except by 
acting contrary to the human good.37

One of the most interesting consequences of Aquinas’ doctrine of creation, in which 
“possible essences” are nothing more nor other than the extrinsic ways in which the in-
finite divine perfection can be finitely “imitated” or “participated”, is to make nonsense 
of the standard refrain that “God can do anything because He is omnipotent, all power-
ful”. It is true that there are no extrinsic limitations on the divine power, but there are 
intrinsic limitations in the nature of finite being on ways in which the divine perfection 
is imitable. Thus, contrary to Descartes, to some earlier Latins before Descartes, and to 
the late-modern “divine command” theorists of our day, good and evil, for example, are 
not reversible should God choose “so to will”.

On the contrary, good follows from the positive ways in which the divine perfection 
is extrinsically imitable, just as evil follows from the negative ways in which finite be-
ing measures up to its possibility for good. “Right” and “wrong”, thus, are not matters 
of “command”, but consequences of being.38 Just as “as a being is, so does it act”, so also 
“as a being is, so does what is good or bad for it follow”. This theme is one of the most 
difficult and interesting of the themes developed among the late Latins, and Poinsot in 
particular developed it profoundly.39 Genovesi, rightly, in my understanding, remarks 
that “our whole perspective on God and sin would change” if the human good were 
commonly understood in the perspective that Aquinas presents, inasmuch as “we would 
understand that nothing is or becomes evil because it is forbidden by God’s law”, but 
rather the converse.40 Just as not even God can restore lost virginity or make a square 
circle, so not even God can make something “sinful” that is in line with the human good.

LXXXIII, dicitur, cor meum et caro mea exultaverunt in Deum vivum, ut cor accipiamus pro appetitu 
intellectivo, carnem autem pro appetitu sensitivo.”

37 Aquinas 1259/1265: Summa contra gentiles III, cap. 122 (Busa 2 p. 100 n.2): “Non videtur esse 
responsio sufficiens si quis dicat quod facit iniuriam Deo. Non enim deus a nobis offenditur nisi ex eo 
quod contra nostrum bonum agimus.”

38 There is no question of a “dichotomy” here: God can create or not create, but what is good for 
the being created follows from its being, and no “command”, not even an imagined “divine command”, 
can change the “good” for that being into “evil”, or conversely. As “agere sequitur esse”, so does 
“bonum sequitur esse”.

39 Poinsot 1637–1667.
40 Genovesi 1996: 109.
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Yet this all makes perfectly good sense considering Thomas’s contention that, since 
truth is one, faith goes beyond, but cannot go contrary to, truths demonstrable by rea-
son.41 Hence the development of reason in the pursuit of truth tends to suggest as true 
the very ideas that faith properly embraces, truths revealed by God to supplement and 
elevate and encourage the exercise of reason in the pursuit of truth and spirituality.

11. The Growth of Reason: Species-Specifically Human Evolution
Thus faith is not separable from the growth of reason itself in human civilization. 

This growth turns out to have led us to confront the need for a global civilization and 
community of human beings, and to recognize that human actions have consequences 
not only for the human species but, it turns out, for all the species of living things, for 
the planet and biosphere as a whole.42 No one in ancient times could have foreseen this 
need, and I doubt that even Thomas realized the extent that “consideration of the many 
things appropriate to human flourishing” would eventually reach. The notion of “hu-
man good” considered over the course of history turns out to reveal a trajectory in hu-
man affairs inseparable from the growth of reason itself as exhibited in the civilizations 
and social and political travails within civilizations. Indeed, we may even say that the 
separation of the idea of sin as offending God from the more fundamental and underly-
ing idea of sin as action contrary to the human good is a separation most visible today 
perhaps in the “jihad” let loose by fundamentalist Islam: just this separation of faith 
from reason presents the single greatest threat to the immediate future of our species 
on planet earth.

12. Reason in Modern Times
Let us look briefly at the trajectory of the growth of reason, at least in the modern 

period and the phase of transition from medieval Latin to modern national language 
civilization. There is of course a much larger picture to be drawn here, particularly in 
the wake of our discovery that the cosmos is not static but evolutionary, and had its ori-
gins not merely without human life present but without any life present. Salvation is an 
individual matter in all circumstances, but the growth of reason is a collective enterprise.

41 Aquinas c.1257/8: Super Boetium De Trinitate, Q. 2. art. 3c (Busa 4 p. 525): “Sic ergo in sacra 
doctrina philosophia pos sum us tripliciter uti. primo ad demonstrandum ea quae sunt praeambula fidei, 
quae necesse est in fide scire, ut ea quae naturalibus ra ti o nibus de deo probantur, ut deum esse, deum 
esse unum et alia huiusmodi vel de deo vel de creaturis in philosophia probata, quae fides supponit. 
secundo ad notificandum per aliquas similitudines ea quae sunt fidei, sicut augustinus in libro de 
trinitate utitur multis similitudinibus ex doctrinis philosophicis sumptis ad manifestandum trinitatem. 
tertio ad resistendum his quae contra fidem dicuntur sive ostendendo ea esse falsa sive ostendendo ea 
non esse necessaria.” — “So therefore in the development of theological doctrine we can make use of 
philosophy in three ways. First, for the purpose of demonstrating matters which are conducive to faith 
[“prae ambula fidei”], which one believing ought to have knowledge of, such as the truths about God 
provable by natural reason — that God exists, that God is one — and other truths of this kind, whether 
about God or about creatures, which are proved in philosophy, and which faith presupposes. Second, 
for calling attention to natural phenomena which suggest or bear some resemblance to truths which 
are held on faith, the way Augustine in his book on the Trinity draws many parallels from teachings of 
philosophy to illustrate the Trinity. Third, for resisting assertions advanced contrary to faith either by 
showing them to be false or by showing them to be gratuitous.”

42 Hence the need for what has best come to be called “semioethics”: see Petrilli and Ponzio 2003; 
also Deely 2010a, concluding pars. of “Gestation of this work”, pp. xiv–xvi, and the “Sequel”, pp. 
107–126.
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Salvation was a concern even when, as in St Paul’s mind, the end of the world and 
Christ’s “Second Coming” was less than a lifetime away; but we have learned quite certainly 
that that early apostolic belief was a misreading of the signs, while “consideration of the 
many things appropriate to human flourishing” that St Thomas called upon us to consider 
has grown to an extent hardly imaginable. It is almost as if, along the lines Teilhard de Char-
din famously argued,43 the Incarnation had the purpose, beyond our salvation as individuals 
at the moment of death, of raising our species from its animal origins to its full spiritual 
dimensions of goodness — as seems suggested by Paul in Romans 8.22: “the whole creation 
has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time” — more than 
to restore an imagined “lost innocence” in the mythical Eden of fundamentalism.

My point is that on either interpretation, the demands of spiritual life are the same: “to 
observe the proper order in loving other things by preferring spiritual to bodily goods”, 
as St Thomas put it.44 And there is an important consideration which reinforces my 
point. The predominant view in Aquinas’ day, both from Augustine and from the Pseu-
do-Dionysius, was the Neoplatonic notion of the human being as “an embodied spirit”, 
akin to the angels. Removing himself from this notion, rather than viewing the human 
being as an embodied spirit, Aquinas insisted instead45 that the human being is properly 
to be regarded as a spiritualized animal. Darwin would not disagree.

The growth of reason in human civilization, at least in the Western regions where 
Christianity underwent the Protestant Revolt against the extreme abuses of clerical 
power in the Latin Church (particularly those centered on using the notion of indul-
gence to reap financial harvests), took its greatest blow in the Trial of Galileo. The 
stunning effect of that trial led Descartes, and after him what was to become the early 
modern mainstream development of philosophy, completely to break with Scholasti-
cism and to seek a new way to knowledge.

Now what was really at stake in the modern revolt? It was simply the realization that 
the study of nature could no longer base itself on books, but required experimentation, 
mathematization of results, and the use of instruments to make us aware of dimensions 
of physical reality quite hidden to inquirers relying wholly and solely on what can be 
known by the unaided senses. This transition should have been a smooth and natural 
one, according to St Thomas’s idea — no doubt evidencing the influence on his thought 
of St Albert the Great, a man who was interested precisely in science in the modern 
sense before that science existed — that the “natural philosophy” of Greek and Latin 
times required experimentation to reach its full maturation:

43 Esp. in The Phenomenon of Man (1955), but in many other writings. Cf. Crespy 1961; Schoonenberg 
1965, 1967.

44 c.1264, cap. 5: “... ut etiam in ceteris amandis debitus ordo servetur, ut scilicet spiritualia 
corporalibus praeferamus.”

45 Aquinas 1266: Summa theologiae prima pars, Q. 90 “De prima hominis productione quantum 
ad animam, in quatuor articulos”, Art. 4 “utrum anima humana sit facta ante corpus”, St Thomas, 
responding to the assertion that “anima rationalis magis convenit cum angelis quam cum animalibus 
brutis” (“the human soul is more like the substantial form of angels than that of brute animals”), points 
out to the contrary (= “ad 2”) that “anima si per se speciem haberet, magis conveniret cum angelis. sed 
inquantum est forma corporis, pertinet ad genus animal ium, ut formale principium” (“if the human 
soul by itself were a natural kind, it would indeed be more like the forms of angels than than like the 
forms of brute animals; but because it is the form of a body, the human soul achieves the speciation of 
a natural kind only as formal principle of an animal body, and therefore within the genus of animal”; 
wherefore it is not the embodiment of a spirit but rather the principle whereby the genus of animal 
itself becomes spiritualized through the human species of animal).
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The aim of natural science is that which appears primarily in sense perception ... for the 
natural scientist does not seek to know the nature of a stone and of a horse except in 
order to know the reasons of those things which are perceived by sense. For it is clear 
that there cannot be a perfect judgment ... of natural science concerning natural things 
if sensible things are ignored.46

However, the resistance to this transition among the Scholastic philosophers and 
the Church authorities, Protestant as well as Catholic, was enormous and relentless. 
Tradition, for them, was good enough as it was, and they placed their intellectual com-
fort in the world of ideas above any question of a further “maturation” of human un-
derstanding — at a terrible cost to religious faith. Yet the new approach to nature as a 
“book” on its own terms, rather than continued reliance on nature as written about in 
the books of Aristotle and even in the books of Scripture, being a natural maturation, 
was not something that the invocation of religious authority could succeed to suppress. 
Yet they did their best, with the result that, instead of philosophia naturalis blossoming 
naturally into science in the modern sense, a harsh and damaging rupture occurred, 
wherein the best thinkers overall perforce sided with the “new science” as representing 
Enlightenment against the authoritarian and superstitious ways of pre-Galilean intel-
lectual culture.

In philosophy, of course, the story is well known: solipsism became the inevitable 
consequent of modern thought, holding as it did that the whole of human knowledge 
begins with mental representations perhaps provoked by, but intrinsically unconnected 
with, those supposed hidden “things-in-themselves” that lay behind the mental repre-
sentations of human experience, the “phenomenal veil”. The moderns early named this 
consequent “epistemology”, and they contrasted it with “ontology”. But what the study 
of epistemology wound up showing, relentlessly, was that ontology is a pipe-dream, and 
that even ideoscopic science is deluded in thinking that it is coming to know anything 
other than the mind’s own workings.

The damage to faith, however, was less an effect of Enlightenment thinking than it 
was of the prior abuse of scripture and authority that made the Enlightenment attitude 
toward religious authority more or less inevitable.

13. The Enlightenment
Now what exactly was the Enlightenment? Quite simply, it was the widespread 

conviction that science in the modern sense, experimentation with the use of instru-
ments and mathematics, could brick-by-brick replace the whole foundations of human 
knowing. This conviction, of course, involving a hidden contradiction, cannot be true; 
yet so discredited by the 18th century had become the appeal to authority and “common 
sense” that the doctrine seemed credible. The fly in the ointment — the hidden con-
tradiction — was quite simply that, if the kind of knowledge available to us by unaided 
sense-experience had no validity prior to and independent of scientific experimenta-
tion, then neither could science (which perforce develops out of that knowledge) have 
any validity. Thus, as Kaczor, reviewing Blackwell’s essay on “Lessons from the Galileo 

46 Thomas Aquinas, c.1266: Summa theologiae 1.84.8c: “ita naturalis scientiae finis est quod videtur 
principaliter secundum sensum ... naturalis non quaerit cognoscere naturam lapidis et equi, nisi ut 
sciat rationes eorum quae videntur secundum sensum. manifestum est autem quod non posset esse 
perfectum iudicium ... scientiae naturalis de rebus naturalibus, si sensibilia ignorentur.” See Deely 
2009c (review of Ashley 2006).
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Affair”,47 notes correctly, science “presupposes many tenets — such as the reliability of 
sense experience — which science itself cannot verify by the scientific method.”

Blackwell himself considers these presupposed tenets to be simply “volitional” (will-
ful matters of choice) or even “non-rational”. But this proposal betrays a clinging to the 
Enlightenment view of science beyond its time.

Presuppositions of scientific method can indeed be rationally justified — beginning 
with the distinction be tween sensation, as involving physical interaction but nothing of 
mental representation, on the one hand, and perception and intellection alike, on the other 
hand, as the levels at which concepts (mental representations, but other-representations, 
not self-representations) enter as interpretations of the data presented by sensation.48 But 
to appreciate this series of distinctions requires one first to recognize that, while modern 
science is ideoscopic (i.e., the result of knowledge that could not be acquired otherwise 
than by experimentation and use of instruments extending the senses), at the same time, 
science in general has also and by priority a cenoscopic dimension: for scientific knowl-
edge, as critically controlled objectification of experience, owes its initial possibility to 
animal sensation, and the prescissive analysis contrasting sentire to conceptually based 
phantasiari (and hence also intelligere) as the root of the possibility of experimental sci-
ence — modern science49 — yielding a knowledge of things both as they are in them-
selves and also in relation to us is an achievement of cenoscopic analysis to which ideos-
copy can only play a subsequent role.

Thus, the main damage to faith — and to taking faith seriously — wrought by the 
Enlightenment was simply in failing to recognize that ideoscopy presupposes cenos-
copy, a “failure” precipitated by the willful stance taken against scientific progress at 
the highest levels of religious authority, and insofar a failure that would not have been 
likely to occur if religious fundamentalism and biblical literalism had not to such a de-
gree interposed historically at the moment that natural philosophy had developed to the 
cenoscopic point where ideoscopic strategies were necessary to “move on”.

14. The Neothomist Response in Late Modernity
While the modern philosophers (in advancing and developing their idealist thesis 

that the mind knows only what the mind itself makes) smugly disdained the actual 
achievements even of science as ideoscopy in advancing human knowledge of the way 
things are “in themselves”, the Church was scrambling to recover lost ground, and to 
reintroduce into philosophy and intellectual culture the conviction that reality — ens 
reale — can be known. To this end Pope Leo XIII launched the late modern (or na-
tional language) revival of St. Thomas, “Neothomism”,50 which aimed to re-establish 
the knowability of ens reale, mind-independent being, precisely with a view to re-estab-
lishing the rational grounding of human knowledge of God and related natural truths 
preamble to religious faith.

Yet if we compare the view of St Thomas on the need for inquirers into nature 
eventually to attend to the details of sensible phenomena (which implies experimentation 

47 Kaczor 2000 review of Blackwell 1998.
48 See particularly, on the point, the Deely 2008 volume.
49 On this way of contrasting the scientific dimension of philosophy with science in the modern 

sense, see Ashley 2006 and Deely 2008.
50 See the document in our Reference under Leo XIII 1879; and see in particular our summary 

discussion of this name in Chapter 8 above, note 148, p. 254.
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and instrumentation to develop, without doubt)51 with the views developed in the great-
er part of the late modern Neothomistic development, we find a curious anomaly.52 
Whereas St Thomas saw the investigation in detail of the causes at work in the natural 
world to be the proper maturation of philosophy of nature (the eventual turn from 
cenoscopy to ideoscopy in matters of natural science, in effect), and that in turn to be 
the preamble sine qua non for metaphysics, the Neothomists spent most of their time try-
ing to establish “Thomistic metaphysics” as a discipline absolutely independent of the 
investigations of natural science, medieval or modern. These Neothomists acted in the 
service of the faith, no doubt; but instead of repairing in full the Enlightenment damage, 
they in effect partly replicated it in reverse by still refusing to recognize the indispens-
ability and properly autonomous role of ideoscopy for the “consideration of the many 
things appropriate to human flourishing”. As a result, much still remains to be done in 
commanding respect for the role of reason as the root of human goodness; but it will not 
come from Neothomism, inasmuch at that movement belongs to the end of modernity 
rather than to the beginning of postmodernity.

15. Sectarianism
Perhaps the greatest challenge to faith, in this matter of taking reason — in its full 

extent — seriously as the root from which “the good of human beings stems”, is what 
to do about sectarianism, both within Christianity itself and beyond. Each group is con-
vinced that they and they alone possess the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the 
truth in matters of belief, religious faith. Sometimes, indeed — as with the Mormons, 
the Scientologists, or “Christian scientists”, to mention but three — it all but seems all 
too often as if the further a claim of religious belief stands apart from rational consider-
ations or likelihood, from probability of even plausibility, the more firmly is it asserted 
and clung to with “certainty” among sectarians.53 In this “sectarianism” differs little 
from “fundamentalism” as discussed above.

16. Groping Toward an Apostolicity of Postmodern Character: 
“Microsigns” Preceding and Surrounding the “Macrosigns”  
of the “Church as Visible”

Writing in 1964, in an attempt to characterize what he saw as in effect a new, more 
extended meaning of the traditional term “apostolic”, and what I see as precisely ad-
dressed to the conditions of faith in a postmodern cultural and intellectual era, Maritain 
tells of the following attack that he suffered at the hands of a “traditional” friend:54

Not too long ago a theologian friend of mine went after me sharply for supposing good 
faith on the part of the Protestants, Jews, and non-Christians with whom I was working, 

51 See Deely 2009c, Ashley 2006.
52 The main exceptions: Maritain 1959 and earlier, Ashley 2006 and earlier, Nogar 1963, various 

writings of Charles De Koninck.
53 See Deely 2009 on how in the first place clinging to false beliefs as influences on public life is 

even possible, let alone prevalent.
54 Maritain 1964: “Il n’y a pas tellement longtemps qu’un théologien des mes amis me reprochait 

vivement de supposer la bonne foi chez les protestants, les Juifs et tous les non-chrétiens avec lesquels 
je m’entretenais, parce que, assurait-il, depuis la promulgation de la Loi Nouvelle c’est le refus de la 
lumière et la mauvaise foi qu’on doit normalement supposer chez les non-catholiques.”
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because, he said forcefully, ever since the promulgation of the New Law we are obliged to 
presume on the part of non-Catholics that their refusal of the light is a matter of bad faith.

There we have it, clear-cut in black and white, as if there had been no Thirty Years 
War, no Treaty of West phalia, nothing to be learned from the long history of Christian-
ity and the constant struggles between “throne and altar” as to who would dominate the 
political scene of daily life for “believers” and “unbe liev ers” alike; as if there were no 
“jihadists” who, on just such grounds of sectarian religious righteousness, think multiple 
murder is grounds for divine reward. Yet could one have a more clear clarion-call for the 
separation of Church and State than Matthew 22:21: “Render unto Caesar the things 
that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s”? Yet how long did it take us to 
realize that using the police and armies to enforce “ortho doxy” is contrary to the human 
good and can hardly be claimed as “God’s will”? In Thomas’s day, (saint) King Louis IX 
considered there to be no virtue greater than “to plunge a sword into the belly of an infi-
del”. Can there be true freedom of conscience if the state itself is confessional? I agree 
with Maritain’s view that there can at best be a just war, but there is no such thing as a 
holy war.55 I would go so far as to endorse the thesis of the Dominican Ralph Powell56 
(proofs of whose article were returned to me on the occasion of his funeral) arguing that 
a state establishment of a religion which claimed to be divinely revealed is contrary to 
natural law.

17. Human Psychology Rooting Sectarianism in the Fear of “Being 
Wrong”

I will never forget the experience of realizing, around age 12, that the main reason 
I called myself “Catholic” was my family and school background, in the consideration 
that had my circumstances of birth and upbringing been different — and they were cer-
tainly matters over which I had no control, then or now — I would certainly think quite 
differently than I did. It was a powerful, indeed even a sobering, experience, which only 
something like Alzheimer’s could make me forget.

It was my first premonition of what I now find Maritain describing as a “new, more 
extended meaning of the traditional term ‘apostolic’.”57 He illustrates this “new and ex-
tended meaning” in a contrast of vocations between, in his example, conduct that might 
be appropriate to a member of Opus Dei along the way of macrosigns, but not at all to 
the Little Brothers of Jesus whose vocation rather is to clear away underbrush on the 
way of microsigns:58

55 See, inter alia, Maritain 1937: 29. “... the holy war, if one wished at any price to maintain the idea 
as a formative idea, would pass for the work of the sacred order itself acting by the means proper to it, 
which is an absurdity; the means proper to the kingdom of God not being force and the shedding of 
blood.”

56 Powell 2000. Cf. also Powell 1960.
57 In Maritain 1964.
58 Maritain 1964, with a little more context: “Ajoutons qu’il est essentiel aux microsignes don’t je 

parle de n’être absolument pas volontaires ou intentionnels, ce sont des signes existentiels. Il serait 
catastrophique de les rechercher délibérément. Il est de leur nature d’être émis inconsciemment 
comme d’être reçus inconsciemment. Quelqu’un qui écouterait un embêteur en lui prodiguant les 
marques d’un intérêt passionné pour l’édifier et lui faire voir qu’un chrétien est bon, c’est à un gros 
macrosigne qu’il aurait recours, et il aurait peut-être une vocation pour l’Opus Dei mais sûrement 
pas une vocation pour les Petits Frères. ... La qualité ou fonction apostolique impliquée dans la réalité 
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Anyone who would listen to a boorish lout while showing him the evidence of a passion-
ate interest in what he says in order to edify the clod and show how good a Christian can 
be, that would be through the patent macrosign he is using. Maybe he’s got a vocation 
to Opus Dei; he certainly has none for the Little Brothers.

... That [hidden] apostolic quality or function that is found in every Christian’s life, 
taken in the large sense (and not the understood meaning [the traditional, macro-sign-sense 
of “apostolic”], as I have been explaining), is the same as the invisible and nearly invisible 
witnessing which we have been examining. And the first of these, invisible witness, is 
an inherent property of infused contemplation; the second, nearly invisible witness, is 
an overflowing effect of that contemplation. Nothing here of the accepted and received 
meaning of the word apostolic, in the sense of transmitting the Word of God through 
human speech, as well as the work done in teaching, preaching, enlightening and con-
verting souls.

To begin to appreciate what Maritain is getting at here with his “new” — what I 
would characterize as a “postmodern” — notion of apostolicity (which is yet “found in 
every Christian’s life taken in the large sense”59) we need to recall that the term “reason” 
is a term for an intellect that is embodied and dependent upon sense experience in order 
to function. Even in its formation of intellectual ideas, this embodied intellect does not 
see at once all the consequences of what it thinks, but learns only slowly over time: this 
is “reason”. Yet the seeing of any truth is not reasoning but intellection, contemplation, 
however brief or limited. It is speculative understanding which only humans among the 
animals have, and which becomes practical only by extension. There is the home of faith 
— in speculative understanding, not in the practical activity stressed in the usual mean-
ing of “apostolic”: that is what Maritain is getting at. He is saying we need to deepen our 
understanding of the virtue of charity.

18. “And the Greatest of These is Charity”
So far I have talked about faith and hope, and the view of Aquinas that faith springs 

from the use of reason in understanding the human good, not in the sense that reason 
is able to prove or demonstrate the articles of faith, but in the sense that reason in deter-
mining the human good tends to establish “preambles” pointing in the direction that the 
articles of faith as a divine gift enunciate. (A view illustrated in Hitchens 2010.)

Reason does not need faith to recognize the reality of God, but it does require phi-
losophy, cenoscopic science.

Reason does not need faith to engender suspicion that the human mind may con-
tinue after the body it animates has returned to dust, though reason perhaps needs faith 
to embrace this idea with full assurance.

And such “preambles to faith” give us assurance, within faith, to hope for divine 
assistance needed in order ing our affairs and life, and mercy when we fail or fall short 

de toute vie chrétienne, cette fonction apostolique au sens large (non reconnu du mot dont j‘ai parlé au 
début), elle ne fait qu’un avec le témoignage invisible et avec le témoignage presque invisible qui viennent 
de nous occuper. Et le premier, le témoignage invisible, est une propriété inhérente à la contemplation 
infuse; le second, le témoignage presque invisible, est un effet de surcroît de cette contemplation. Il 
n’y a absolument rien là d’apostolique au sens accepté et reconnu du mot, au sens de transmission de 
la Parole de Dieu par la parole humaine, et du travail effectué pour enseigner, prêcher, illuminer et 
convertir les âmes.”

59 That is, we are dealing with something new in our awareness, not at all something “new” in the 
reality of the work of the spirit over time.
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to accomplish the best of which we are capa ble. But faith itself is not a form of science, 
either ideoscopic or cenoscopic; faith is precisely a belief that what reason tells us overall 
points at the likelihood of what God himself seems to have told us: that we may count 
on Him, especially if we do our best, but even if we fall short; and that He has appeared 
among us.

“But we must also observe” — here I quote again from a text of Thomas60 — “that 
every act of knowledge is followed by an act of the appetite”, while “of all appetitive acts 
love is the principle”. Just so does charity, easily the greatest of what are called the “three 
theological virtues”, arise from the act of faith.

Now a virtue is simply a natural disposition of a being to act toward its fulfillment. 
Moral virtues add the need to act toward fulfillment by wise rather than foolish free 
choices. And the theological virtues add to this action toward fulfillment the free choice 
to recognize the divine being as interested in our welfare and salvation — “salvation” 
meaning simply what results from moral virtue wisely exercised when the soul loses its 
embodiment and enters the eternity of spiritual being no longer dependent upon mate-
rial surroundings. Faith in what reasonably seems to be God’s prom ises and interventions 
in human history give rise at once to hope and, above all, to a love that embraces the 
creation as God’s gift to be handled wisely.

“Today”, says Maritain, in his 1964 text,

we are in a new epoch, the essential marks of which are to be found in the effort of 
discovering and conquering the infinitesimally small, those domains that hide from our 
senses and are not visibly manifest. The symbol of this new epoch is micro-physics, 
nuclear physics. What is happening in the atomic realm (that which our senses fail 
totally to grasp) now has the supreme efficacy. ... Still, proceeding from the psychol-
ogy of our own depths, there is another human dimension to be explored. Especially 
in the order of intercommunication, the invisible plays an increasingly important role 
on the visible.

This “new era”, postmodernity: what are the conditions distinctive thereto under 
which we are to take our faith seriously in the postmodern cultural and intellectual era?

19. Foregrounding the Context of Relation in the Postmodern 
Cultural Era

Postmodernity in philosophy, I have argued,61 began the day that the philosophers 
belatedly realized that communication cannot be real if modern epistemologies are cor-
rect. (In the two centuries plus of modernity, it never seems to have occurred to the 
major figures to consider that if the mind worked in the way that their “epistemology” 
outlined, then there could be no such thing as communication!) But the moment com-
mun i cation is set in the foreground of theoretical consciousness, the problem of relation 
— of “intercommuni ca tion”, as Maritain puts it — presents itself front and center. It is 
for this reason that Ratzinger, in his 1970 Intro duc tion to Christianity, could well assert62 

60 Aquinas c.1264: caput 4, opening lines: “... omnem cognitionem sequitur aliqua appetitiva 
operatio. Inter omnes autem appetitivas operationes invenitur amor esse principium.”

61 Deely 2001: 539: “the moment a later generation would begin to think that their experience of 
communication was real, the moment they began to think of that experience of communication as a 
proper starting point for philosophy, the remaining days of classical modern thought were numbered.”

62 Ratzinger 1970: 132.
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that “the undivided sway of thinking in terms of substance is ended; relation is discov-
ered as an equally valid primordial mode of reality”.

Among the modes of ens reale, mind-independent finite being, relation is singu-
lar in being the only such mode that is positively unaffected in its essential being by 
the circumstances which make it to be one time mind-independent and another time 
mind-dependent. It is also the only form of being in the material order that, even when 
it is mind-independent, has no direct accompaniment of secondary matter,63 whence 
distance makes no difference to a relation itself, in contrast to modes of being which 
have to be in proximity to interact. And remember that it was relation, in its suprasu-
bjectivity, that enabled Thomas, as before him Augustine, to reconcile rationally the 
substantial oneness or unity of the Godhead with the Trinity of Persons that is central 
to the faith of Christians.

We look upon a world where relations, invisible to sense, which sees only related 
things, have become central to any hope of advance in philosophical understanding. 
Signs, all signs, we have learned, consist in relations. The inner life of God consists in 
relations, the relations of father, son, and the spirit of love that results embracing the 
whole of creation, a spirit in which faith enables us to participate through charity, which 
is the key to overcoming the idea that sectarian divides in the order of macro-signs 
are sufficient to indicate where good faith ends and bad faith begins. Just as the Word 
remains hidden in God, so the word of faith remains hidden in our heart, the heart 
of each of us. “For those whose soul is consecrated to the deepest love of the Lord,” 
Maritain advises,64 “there is all around them a sort of aura of contemplative love”. This 
recognition of the order of microsigns, prior to and more pervasive than is even possible 
for an “establishment” at macro-sign level, opens to our awareness an unanticipated 
variety of “vocation”, indeed a “subtler version” of the life of faith which does not at all 
gainsay but at once subtends and transcends faith as manifested primarily in the order 
of macrosigns. Such is the vocation constitutive of the new apostolicity, a “witnessing 
through signs”, but “infinitely small signs”, “a look, a gesture, a friendly smile, and even 
less than that, a certain manner of listening or of paying attention to this that, what we 
would call microsigns”.

I think it is no accident that all I have weighed and considered here comes to turn 
upon the notion of relation. There is no term more commonly used or less deeply 
thought about in modern philosophy than relation, with its singular indifference to spa-
tial distance, as also to the contrast between objects which do and objects which do not 
depend upon finite mind, and objects which are and objects which are not directly in-
stantiable to sense perception. Only through relation has reason proved capable to show 
the compatiblity of the Trinity of Persons with the Divine Unity, and to understand the 
sacramental aspects of religion and life. Relation is the notion which provides the key to 
understanding the events of Jesus’ life which have no counterpart in any other religious 

63 See the discussion of this point above, beginning on p. 99 note 65, and continuing on pp. 148, 
215, and 261–262.

64 Maritain 1964: “Et de plus, pour ceux don’t l’âme est consacrée à l’amour foncier du Seigneur, il 
y a tout autour d’eux une sorte d’aura d’amour centemplatif. Ils voient Jésus dans le prochain. Et c’est ça 
qui compte; c’est cette aura qui, des choses infimes dont je viens de parler fait vraiment des microsignes 
de l’amour rédempteur. (Sans elle ce ne seraient que des marques banales d’une camaraderie humaine, 
d’une solidarité et d’une amitié humaines qui sont, du reste, quelque chose de fort beau dans l’ordre 
naturel.) Et c’est cette aura elle-même qui, imperceptible aux sens, atteint invisiblement, à tel ou 
tel moment (mais quand? et qui le sait? Nous ne le savons certainement pas nous-mêmes) atteint 
invisiblement le cœur de celui que nous aimons.”
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figure; relation explains how One God yet lives an inner life of communication among 
Persons, an intercommunication of relations which extends to the creation, in turn per-
meating the creation itself of interacting creatures. Relation thus, largely background 
in modern and premodern philosophy, proves central to postmodern thought as the 
notion required to explain all communication — within God, between God and crea-
tures, among creatures. In the fabric of relations charity vindicates the faith from which 
charity arises and the hope from which it springs. All this, in warranted religious belief, 
goes beyond reason, but yet finds roots in reason, and shows that the faith which goes 
contrary to reason is not faith so much as it is a belittlement of the integrity and fulness 
of spirit to which faith calls the human person as a spirit in time.

With this much said, let us pick up again our main “Ariadne’s thread” and return to 
our main path, tracing the Scholastic development of the doctrine of signs from the time 
of Aquinas to the time of Galileo, Poinsot, and Descartes. 
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Chapter 9

afTeR aquinas (†1274)
BuT BefoRe fonseca (†1599):

Bacon (†1292), scoTus (†1308), ockhaM (†1349),
d’ailly (†1420), soTo (†1560)

We are near the end of the 13th century, still a full three centuries from the clear onset 
of moder nity, and with nearly six centuries to cross before reaching the frontiers of 
postmodern times, where we ourselves stand in time. How to cover the closing three 
hundred years of the Latin Age? We could follow the well-beaten traditional path of 
carrying our discussion of the Latins beyond Aquinas only as far as Scotus (c.1266–
1308) and Ockham (c.1285–1349), perhaps touch briefly on counter-scholastic develop-
ment of Renaissance “humanism” after the learned refugees from Constantinople’s fall 
restored Plato and the knowledge of Greek to the Italian city-states and with a nod in 
philosophy to the brilliant eccentricities of Nicolas of Cusa (c.1400/1401–1464 August 
11) or Giordano Bruno (1548–1600 February 17), then jump with a single bound to 
Descartes (31 March 1596–1650 February 11) and classical modern philosophy. Estab-
lished academic custom would more than justify such a procedure: it sanctions it. But 
what justifies the established custom, beyond the shift of interest in Italy from Aristotle 
to Plato and from scholasticism (which remained the order of the day in the universities 
of Europe) to humanism?

In the first place, why should we go along with the blatant nonsense which still tries 
to pretend that the three closing Latin centuries of scholastic thought are “a philosophi-
cal desert”1 when they are not? And why follow a path so well traveled when it requires 
us to miss whatever sights there might be along the way? For even deserts have their 
beauty. And the truth is that the closing Latin scholastic centuries are more like a dense 
tropical rain forest than a desert. It is easier to get lost in them than to find a way through, 
but that hardly justifies those — philosophers and historians of philosophy — suppos-
edly committed to exploring the land from simply flying over them without a stop.

Besides, even if we have to find a completely untraveled route, we already have 
a number of clues from philosophical tradition that suggest there is a path through 
(rather than around or over) the forgotten centuries of late Latinity. And we have clues 
as well suggesting where the path lies. Why not let the “constantly alive, burning and 
inevitable problem” bequeathed by Augus tine to the Latin Age show us the way? All we 
have to do is trace out the growing Latin aware ness of the problem of how to justify the  

1 This is the statement made by Matson in the second volume of his prestigious 1987 work titled 
A New History of Philosophy, Vol. II, 253. But this “new history” is mistitled, for it tells anything but a 
new tale. It is classic late modern, and nothing but.
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general notion of sign (unique to the Latin Age, as we have said, in contrast to the 
heritage from Greek antiquity personified by Aristotle in the “high middle ages” and by 
Plato in “the renaissance”), and we will find that tracing the arc of development of the 
original Latin initiative from Augustine to Poinsot is enough — enough to get us over 
the closing Latin centuries without the aid of the familiar bypaths, and enough to pro-
vide us with intellectual sustenance and plenty of sights to make the journey interesting 
in the bargain (interesting, and important for the postmodern future of philosophy in 
global intellectual culture).

So let us leave the desert and air routes to those who prefer familiar byways. In the 
spirit of phi losophy itself, and with a bow to Robert Frost,2 let us go instead by a road 
much less taken. Let us rather strengthen the hand of those few since Descartes to in-
troduce philosophy without pre tending that modernity, in a historical vacuum, sprang 
full blown from the mind of Zeus; or that postmodernity in philosophy owes nothing 
to the past before modernity. The game is worth the candle, for we shall find that by 
exploring a new way in preference to going the established way, we will arrive among 
the first able to understand the interpretive horizon of philosophy within postmo dern 
intellectual culture  .

Roger Bacon (c.1214–1292ad)
We need not go beyond Aquinas’s lifetime to find our first missing link in the chain 

of think ers connecting the Latin Age beyond modern times to the semiotic concerns of 
post mo der  nity. Roger Bacon, fully contemporary with Aquinas, was the first author to 
leave a record of looking for the ground outside of language itself for the uniquely Latin 
general notion of sig num. Bacon, born about ten years before Aquinas, also outlived him 
by eighteen years. Though none of the early Latins had doubted that the emperor — 
“blessed Augustine”, as Bacon called him — indeed had clothes,3 none had yet thought 
to wonder where exactly the garments lay hidden.

The “Semiotic Turn” in Medieval Thought: 
First Attempt To Ground the General Notion

Roger Bacon was the first, so far as we know at the moment, to try to lay out or indi-
cate the ground on which could be shown to stand a general definition of sign adequate 
to the general notion with the proposal of which Augus tine had opened the Latin Age. 
In fact, Bacon failed to demarcate the needed foundation for the gene ral notion we have 
seen the Latins everywhere presume. But honor lies in the undertaking, for it is neither a 
dis grace nor unusual to fall short in the first attempt at a grand speculative philosophical 
enterprise, especially for a man confessedly more interested in the practical applications 
of knowledge than in its doctrinal underside.

2 I have in mind Frost’s poem from the Atlantic Monthly of 1915, “The Road Not Taken”: “Two 
roads diverged in a yellow wood, / And sorry I could not travel both / And be one traveler, long I stood 
/ And looked down one as far as I could / To where it bent in the undergrowth; // Then took the other, 
as just as fair, / and having perhaps the better claim, / Because it was grassy and wanted wear; / Though 
as for that the passing there / Had worn them really about the same, // And both that morning equally 
lay / In leaves no step had trodden black. / Oh, I kept the first for another day! / Yet knowing how way 
leads on to way, / I doubted if I should ever come back. // I shall be telling this with a sigh / Somewhere 
ages and ages hence: / two roads diverged in wood, and I — / I took the one less traveled by, / and that 
has made all the difference.”

3 That is, knew what he was talking about.
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A Man of Details
Bacon, in addressing the matter of the being proper to sign directly in his treatise 

titled De Signis, which he had made part of his Opus Maius, looked directly into the abyss 
that Augustine had presump tively treated as solid ground. This Opus maius, Bacon’s 
“Larger” or “Greater Work”, he had assembled from his writings of many years after 
the election of Pope Clement IV in February of 1265, in hope of getting that pope’s 
direct backing for his scheme for the overhaul of Christian education. Bacon wanted 
more attention paid to the books of scripture and to the book of nature, with less atten-
tion paid to the newfangled theology with its body of commentary on books of Aristotle 
and “Church Fathers”. He thought the Christian world needed more observation of the 
environment with reading of Scripture, and less commentary on Aristotle and Lombard.

He sent the Opus maius to Clement together with a synopsis he called the Opus 
minus. And he followed up the transmission of these two works to Clement by sending 
that pope, by special messenger, yet ano ther grand summary he titled the Opus Tertium, 
including along with it a lens with which he urged the pope to make some personal 
experiments in optics. But Clement died in November of 1268, and, beyond a general 
interest, we have no idea what he really made of Bacon’s writ ings.

Bacon was fond of an idea he ran across in the work De disciplina scholarium, attrib-
uted to Boethius. In the Compendium of the Study of Theology which Bacon composed in 
his last year of life (1292), he para phrased Boethius thus:4 “Who spurns trifles little by 
little falls to the depths”. It might have been Bacon’s motto for his conception of the 
intellectual life as a whole, for the entirety of his work was dedicated to the proposition 
that the most minute of the empirical details of nature are of the utmost importance 
for human understanding. In this he was to prove surely right, though the vindication 
would take centuries.

Bacon, self-styled as “the only seer in the land of the blind”, was understand-
ably bitter about the failure of his contemporaries to give his work the recog nition 
he deemed it to deserve. Being “a man with an itch for self-expression”,5 he was filled 
with sentiments that, as Maloney put it,6 “clearly could not have endeared him to his 
superiors and many of his peers”. In particular, Bacon did not like the notion of “sacra 
doctrina” or “theology” as it was being developed by Aquinas and others,7 particularly 
while his more mundane interest in the relevance of things which we would today 
call scientific and natural was being ignored. More than this, he thought that the new 
theology was off on a wrong track entirely. Here8 Bacon anticipates something of the 
contemporary rationale for displacing departments of theology with departments of 
religious studies:

Although it ought to be recognized that the principal focus of the work of theologians 
ought to be on the sacred text, ... yet theologians have been principally occupied for 

4 Bacon 1292: ¶45; and see also ¶23.
5 Southern 1962: 56.
6 Maloney 1988: 8.
7 In his Compendium studii philosophici (c.1272) — a work described by Easton (1952: 69–70) as 

“nothing but a scurrilous attack upon his contemporaries in every rank of society” — Bacon dismisses 
the translation work of William of Moerbeke, the translator Thomas Aquinas personally preferred to 
rely on for Latin versions of Aristotle’s Greek, as the worst of all the translated texts avail a ble, which 
reveals to us more of Bacon’s bile than of Moerbeke’s ability. See Maloney 1988: 129n72.

8 Bacon 1292: ¶17.
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the past fifty years with questions,9 which is clear to all from the treatises, summae, and 
horseloads10 composed by many.

Losing Sight of the Type in a Forest of Tokens
When, however, Roger Bacon decided in his senectitude to make one last try at 

producing an acceptable response to those who had many times called on him to “write 
something useful for theology”,11 he followed all too closely the example of “the book 
of the blessed Augustine On Christian Doctrine”.12 Just as Augustine had passed over 
the broad range of signifying phenomena in order to focus on the sacraments of the 
Church and the words of scripture, so Bacon in this work considers the broad range 
of signifying phenomena only with an eye to its application to the study of the sa-
cred text. By succumbing to the temptation to pander to a need for linguistic theory 
as something the theologians could not avoid, he risked betraying the insight which 
marked the progress from his early Sumule dialectices (c.1245) to his De signis of 1267: 
the realiza tion that the traditional approach after Boethius and Aristotle’s De Inter-
pre tatione of distin guish ing words from all other signs and then focusing on language 
alone needs to be rethought from the ground up in the light of a general semiotics or 
doctrine of signs.13

He begins Chapter One of his Compendium of the Study of Theology (1292) with the 
obser vation that “in order to conceive the truth of signs it is first necessary to say a 
few words about the notion of signs”. But instead of proceeding to expose the general 
notion, he plunges at once into a forest of varieties of signifying14 which more beg the 
question than illuminate the general notion as such.

This was a pity, for Bacon had shown in his treatise De signis of 1267, inserted 
as part of the Opus Maius, that he knew better. In his opening sentence of De Sig-
nis, he addressed squarely the unanswered question raised by Augustine’s general 
definition:15

Sign is in the category of relation, and is said [to be] essentially relative to that for which 
it signifies, since it posits that significate in act when the sign itself is in act, and in po-
tency when the sign itself is in potency.

9 He is referring to the structure, or literary form, that was being developed for the writing of 
theology, as we discussed in Chap ter 7, p. 184, note 42. Maloney (1988: 120 note 4) expands upon 
the point with regard to Bacon. But see how enduring the “question” format as a literary device in 
philosophy was to prove to be, right down to the last century of the Latin Age. See the quotation from 
Doyle on this point cited in Chapter 10, p. 356 below.

10 “honera equorum”. Let the reader imagine.
11 Which must have been irritating, for this is what Bacon considered himself to have been doing 

all along.
12 Bacon 1292: ¶25.
13 As Maloney rightly says (1988: 23), “Semiotic considerations in the summulae tradition rested 

squarely on Aristotle’s On Inter pre tation 2 as transmitted by Boethius”. See Maloney 1983 for fuller 
discussion of Bacon’s insight.

14 See Meier-Oeser 1997: 54ff., where Bacon’s classification of signs is reduced to a wonderfully 
clear diagram. And on this point of clear presentation of the classifications of sign made by various 
authors across the Latin Age, together with the bringing to light of yet further texts and authors to be 
studied in the context of semiotic, Meier-Oeser’s study is without peer. 

15 Bacon c.1267: ¶1.
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Meier-Oeser, in addressing this point in his marvelously detailed study of signs 
over the Latin Age,16 observes that the assignation to the sign of a relational status was 
a common tradition; but such a general observation conceals the point of assigning 
sign to the category of relation in the specific context of the Aristotelian understand-
ing of the doctrine of categories prevailing in the milieu within which Aquinas and 
Bacon wrote. Otherwise it becomes difficult or impossible to understand the doctrinal 
significance of the fact that John Poinsot, writing in the Latin milieu 365 years later, 
the first thinker, as we shall see, successfully to answer the general question posed by 
Augustine’s notion, in an opening sentence of his own Tractatus de Signis, dismisses 
exactly the view Bacon propounds:17

What a relation is according to the way being must be expressed in discourse and ac-
cording to the way it has being, what a transcendental relation is and what a categorial 
relation is, has been explained in our Second Preamble concerning Relation.18 And we 
speak here of ontological relation — of relation according to the way it has being — not 
of categorial relation, because we are discussing the sign in general, as it includes equally 
the natural and the social sign, in which general discussion even the signs which are 
mind-dependent artifacts — notably, stipulated signs as such — are involved. And for 
this reason, the rationale common to signs cannot be that of a categorial being, nor a categorial 
relation, although it could be an ontological relation, according to the point made by 
St. Thomas in his Summa theologiae, I, q. 28, art. 1, and explained in our Preamble on 
Relation — to wit, that only in the case of these things which exist toward another is 
found some mind-independent relation and some mind-dependent relation, which lat-
ter relation plainly is not categorial, but is called a relation according to the way relation 
has being (an ontological relation), because it is purely a relation and does not import 
anything absolute.

Since sign in general extends both to signs given by nature and to signs created by 
society, it cannot be the case that the sign is “a categorial being or a categorial relation”, 
because whatever pertains to the categories belongs determinately and restrictively to 
what is given by nature, as Aquinas, following Aristotle, had explicitly remarked.19

16 Meier-Oeser 1997: 51–53.
17 Poinsot 1632a: 117/24–118/18: “Quid sit autem relatio secundum dici et secundum esse, relatio 

transcendentalis et praedicamentalis, dictum est in Praeambulo Secundo de Relatione. Et loquimur hic 
de relatione secundum esse, non de relatione praedicamentali, quia loquimur de signo in communi, 
prout includit tam signum naturale quam ad placitum, in quo involvitur etiam signum, quod est 
aliquid rationis, scilicet signum ad placitum. Et ideo praedicamentale ens esse non potest nec relatio 
praedicamentalis, licet possit esse relatio secundum esse iuxta doctrinam D. Thomae 1. p. q. 28. art. 
1. explicatam [in] eodem Praeambulo, quod solum in his, quae sunt ad aliquid, invenitur aliqua relatio 
realis et aliqua rationis, quae relatio manifestum est, quod non sit praedicamentalis, sed vocatur relatio 
secundum esse, quia pure relatio est et non aliquid absolutum importat.”

18 On this terminology, the reader can refer back to Chapter 1, the Diagram of being as mediated 
to the Latins through Boethius, p. 6 above.

19 See Aquinas’s Disputed Questions on the Power of God (c.1265–1266), q. 7. art. 9c: “In nullo enim 
praedicamento ponitur aliquid nisi res extra animam existens. Nam ens rationis dividitur contra ens 
divisum per decem praedicamenta ut patet V Metaph. Si autem relatio non esset in rebus extra animam 
non poneretur ad aliquid unum genus praedicamenti.” — “Nothing is placed in any category except 
what has existence independent of the knower. For mind-dependent being is recognize by its contrast 
with being as sorted into the ten categories, as is clear from Book 5 of Aristotle’s Metaphysics.” See 
further the discussion in Deely 1985: EA 472ff.
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The rebuttal is definitive. Bacon’s attempt did not reach deep enough, yet it came 
close to the heart; for the sign is inescapably involved with relation, yet not exclu-
sively relation as it belongs to ens reale. No. Even so, that relation is both assimilable 
to sign and participates (as suprasubjective) in the singularity of relation as the only 
mode of being that transcends the ens reale/ens rationis divide, as we will see over our re-
maining chapters.

It was not an easy insight to reach, any more than was that of Darwin. So we must 
credit Bacon with at least the merit of trying to focus the attempt to understand signum 
generale, the merit of reaching toward the real problem behind Augustine’s glib pro-
posal. The proposal was that the sign possessed or exhibited a general mode of being, 
veri fied equally in natural phenomena of ens reale and cultural phenomena involving ens 
rationis, whereas the category of relation as Aristotle proposed it belongs determinately 
only to the order of ens reale. The problem is that such a proposal as Augustine made — 
that the sign cannot be restricted to the order of ens reale (as the ancients seemed to sup-
pose) — has to be justified, if not by Augustine, at least by someone. What is needed is 
an explanation of how such a common mode of being is possible, a mode of being which 
transcends the division between natural and cultural being, being as it exists prior to and 
independently of the mind’s working, and being as it exists objectively not only in but 
partially or wholly as a result of the mind’s work ing.

Anything, even self-contradictory propositions, can be asserted.20 Anyone, including 
Augustine, can assert that the sign has a general mode of being superior to its particular 
or specific instances. But what is gratuitously asserted can with equal freedom be denied. 
Whence, unless someone can justify what Augustine has asserted, unless someone can 
explain how such a general mode of being indifferent to the circumstances differentiat-
ing natural and cultural phenomena as such is possible in the first place, it may well be 
that Augustine’s proposal is a mere nominalism, a flatus vocis, a chimaera or fiction of 
discourse with no more substance than Sherlock Holmes or leprechauns.

The Problem of the “Nose of Wax”
As we move beyond Bacon in the Latin milieu, the language of the scholastics be-

comes more and more dense. One of the main reasons, if not the main reason, for the 
neglect of this period in the standard outline of philosophy that prevailed over the 19th 
and 20th centuries is precisely the fact that the Latin of the main stream philosophical 
discourse develops a technical terminology from the 13th century onwards that is shared 
by all the authors of all the schools. As a result, this terminology becomes in effect a 
“ground-cover” so thick as to be almost impenetrable to visitors from the future, such as 
ourselves. The humanists of the renaissance ridiculed the scholastic Latin as “barbaric”, 
but that was only a rhetorically effective way of saying that they were not interested in 
the speculative subtleties the scholastics had developed. The truth is that the scholas-
tic Latin, as Peirce saw so clearly and remarked so forcefully, is a scientific language, 
not a literary one; and the whole complaint of the humanists comes down to this fact. 
They attacked and ridiculed the Latin of scholasticism for exactly the same reason that 
Charles Peirce would make it the basis upon which to formulate an ethics of terminol-
ogy for the progress of philosophy in postmodern times.21

20 See the discussion of demonstration in Chapter 7 above, p. 166f.; and the discussion of “How To 
Deal with Contradictions” in Chapter 3, p. 67f.

21 See Deely 1998a: “The Ethics of Terminology”; also Deely 2001: Chap. 15, 662ff. in particular.
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But Peirce was an intellectual worker of exceptional insight. While I think that 
his later views on the matter of the scholastics (for early in life he naturally shared the 
prejudices of the air he breathed, only later critically rejecting them) are likely to be 
those that prevail in the longer run, we will see that in the 20th century, time after time, 
the best and most careful scholars investigating the area of the doctrine of signs among 
the later Latins fail to penetrate beyond the literal appearances to arrive at a deep un-
derstanding of the basic doctrinal issue concerning the sign: does the sign indeed have a 
general mode of being that transcends and unites through the action of signs the other-
wise distinct realms of nature and culture? and if so, how is such a mode of being even 
possible in the first place?

Instead of grasping this issue and following its development, we will see that such 
later 20th century schol ars as undertake to penetrate again this past terrain follow instead 
the patterns of the ground cover, the lit er al appearances of the superficially common 
terminology. Instead of penetrating behind the appearances to the fundamental doc-
trinal issue of the being proper to sign, as exhibited in whatever variety or type of sign, 
the investigators instead follow the derivative and secondary issue of how does this or 
that author divide signs into different categories. In this way, the question of the being 
proper to signs eludes their grasp, and they can only point to literal appearances to jus-
tify scholarly conclusions which miss the central matter-at-issue. We see this process at 
work here in Meier-Oeser’s discussion of sign as relation in Bacon. We will see it again 
and again in the scholars he relies upon who try to situate the work of Poinsot at the 
end of the Lat in doctrinal development of semiotics in relation to other writings of this 
milieu.22 And we see it in Meier-Oeser’s own analysis where he says23 that for Poinsot 
the relation constitutive of the sign as such funda men tally “is something real” (“etwas 
Reales ist”24), where the text of Poinsot that he cites to support this con clu sion says 
rather that the relation in question “can be real” (“realis esse potest”25). Can be, not is: for 

22 See Chapter 10 below.
23 I go here to the penultimate concluding paragraph of his generally excellent and detailed 

historical analysis of texts on “the metaphysical status of the sign-relation” (Cap. IV, Section “D. Der 
metaphysische Status der Zeichenrelationen”, in Meier-Oeser 1997: 192–235).

24 Meier-Oeser 1997: 235.
25 Poinsot, Tractatus de Signis (1632a), Book I “On the Sign in Its Proper Being”, Question 3 

“Whether the relation of sign to signified is the same as the relation of sign to cognitive power”, 
160/34 (= Reiser I 667b50); for Poinsot assumes on this point the prior analyses he had made of the 
circumstances under which the possibility for a mind-independent relation to be real (that is to say, 
actualized, or actually exercised) will be realized or not, analyses whose bearing he had made explicit 
in the main conclusion of the immediately preceding Question 2 “Whether the sign-relation in the 
case of natural signs is mind-independent or mind-dependent”, by pointing out (137/9–14) that “the 
relation of a natural sign” — whether instrumental and exterior to the mind or formal and interior 
to the mind’s own workings — “to its significate by which the sign is constituted in being as a sign, 
is mind-independent and not mind-dependent considered in itself and by virtue of its fundament 
and presupposing the existence of the terminus and the other conditions for a physical relation”. See further, 
therefore, the two “Prologues” to the independent edition of the Tractatus we refer to as Poinsot 
1632a, esp. Art. 2 “What is required for a ‘categorial’ relation”, and, within art. 2 esp. 90/41–91/29, 
which boils down to the point most crucial for the doctrine of signs (91/26–27), to wit, that “a physical 
relation has a mind-independent fundament with a coexistent terminus”. In the case of a thought of 
a physically nonexistent (whether no longer or never existent) object, the representamen or “formal 
sign” has a fundament which need not be itself objectified in order to exist, but, in that case, the supra-
sub jec tive relation in which the being constitutive of the thought as a sign consists is precluded from 
being intersubjective unless in discourse two or more thinkers are considering the same object; in 
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when the circumstances prevent the relation from being “real” in the Latin sense, it will 
be exercised, if at all, only objectively.26

In this difference of assertion between what Poinsot himself actually says in his text 
and what Meier-Oeser reports him to have said lies the whole fate of the doctrine of 
signs as a unified theory, as a vin di cation rather than a qualified rejection of the original 
general proposal inherited from the work of Augustine. For in this difference lies the 
whole doctrine of Poinsot at the end of the late Latin development that the being proper 
to sign consists neither in mind-independent nor in mind-dependent relation determi-
nate ly but in ontological relation as able to be either or both depending on surrounding 
circumstances, the context of the actual exercise of signification hic et nunc in any given 
case. It is not that the scholars in question are not good scholars. They are very good 
scholars. Not every rock is a fossil bone; and not everyone who has held a fossil bone 
saw what they were holding.

which case the intersubjectivity is one of community in discursive objectivity only (rather than between 
knowers and the subjectivity which is known or discoursed about as well).

The more usual case of a mind-dependent relation is that wherein the relation wants for a mind-
independent fundament, which is what Poinsot explicitly and exclusively remarks at this point in the 
Preamble (see the terminological note 26 following this note). But the more remarkable case, of far 
greater interest for the doctrine of signs, and constituting, to borrow the striking expression of Teilhard 
de Chardin on a related point, “the sharp exacerbation to the point of disclosure” of what is most at the 
heart of the doctrine, is the case where the requisite sort of fundament for a physical relation of sign to 
object signified is not wanting, but the relation’s being physical in this regard is yet precluded by the 
want of physical existence in the terminus signified (even though a physical being for the sign relation 
can yet be realized in the constitution of a discursive community, as remarked) — the case that comes 
up in Question 2 of Book 2, cited above (137/9–14).

This is perhaps the single most important one of many related points in Poinsot’s doctrine of signs 
which cannot be garnered simply by a literal reading of the text at this or that passage, but which 
must be brought together by the reader in considering the text as a whole, an inevitable deficiency 
of the text generated, as I tried to indicate in first discussing the problems of its presentation as an 
independent tractate (Deely 1985: EA 404), by Poinsot’s placing it first in the context of previous 
discussions rather than first on its relatively independent footing. His doctrine of the sign as an 
irreducibly triadic ontological relation indifferently “real” or “unreal” according to circumstances 
escaped the notice of his contemporary readers so far as we have yet been able to examine them, and 
it continues to escape the critics contemporary of the 1985 independent edition of his Treatise so far 
as they insist on approaching the work exclusively in the historical terms of existing terminology, 
sources and influences, an approach which cannot but founder on the “nose of wax” fallacy. There 
is nothing wrong with Meier-Oeser’s approach as far as it goes; it is just that it does not go to the 
central doctrine of Poinsot’s text, with the result that all those relying on the method of comparing 
the “literal appearances” between texts of authors of this period inevitably wind up deforming 
the doctrine in Poinsot’s case, while vainly justifying the deformation with an appeal to the literal 
appearances, the words as marks on a page underinterpreted in their crucial character as sign-vehicles, 
as repraesentamina.

26 An “objective relation”, thus, in the doctrine of signs, corresponds actually neither to the Latin 
relatio realis nor to the Latin re latio rationis, nor even to the Latin relatio secundum esse, although this 
last expression comes the closest, for an objective relation is necessarily ontological no matter what 
the circumstances of its realization. Poinsot’s doctrine, in requiring such a notion in order to be 
understood, once again forces the reader beyond the literal appearances of the traditional terminology 
he employs perforce, but to which he too much restricts himself, we can say in hindsight, viewing the 
situation from the vantage of having, with the help of Jacques Maritain before all others, recovered his 
doctrine from the lost depths of the late Latin history to which it initially sank under the weight carried 
by Descartes’ (1628: 13) advice to the early moderns to avoid reading the Latins lest “traces of their 
errors will infect us and cling to us against our will and despite our precautions”.
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The literal appearances are always necessary to indicate to us when a scholastic 
author is discussing problems related to the sign, and they are generally sufficient — 
but only to the extent that nothing original is being said by the text. They are hardly 
sufficient to tell us what answer to the general question of the being proper to all signs, 
if there is one, is being given when an author cloaks his answer in the same terminology 
used by other authors who have actually not addressed the general question, or who 
have failed to arrive at an answer, or who have answered it otherwise than it is being 
answered in the given text.

So it is that, what ever the difficulty, we must penetrate below the ground-cover 
to the underlying architectural semiotic proper to the work, be it the work of Roger 
Bacon, John Poinsot, or anyone in between. This is the problem the scholastic philo-
sophical vocabulary must be made to yield up in the matter of the doctrine of signs in 
gen e ral, and it is no easy task; for precisely their common, technical vocabulary creates 
in its literal appear ances the famous problem of the “nose of wax”,27 to wit, the her-
meneutic problem of sorting through the consequences of the fact that the later great 
scholastics each make use of the seemingly same authorities and vocabulary — but to 
make or support points not merely different, but often in conflict or contradiction with 
one another.

Augustine gave us a general notion of sign as an assertion, and some divisions of 
that purported “general notion” to work with. He also gave us a specific defi ni tion of 
sign which can be verified — but not in the general sense or case he pro posed. In effect, 
he proposed a classification of signs in conformity with his proposed definition of sign, 
but he failed to realize that his proposed definition was incompatible with, in the sense 
of being too narrow for, the general notion itself originally proposed. Later scholastic 
authors would multiply the divisions of sign and the standpoints from which divisions 
would be made, after the example of Bacon as well as Augustine himself. But what has 
to be kept in mind is a tricky point that Augustine, and most Latins after him, did not 
keep in mind, the point specifically that any classification of signs — such as sacraments 
as signs, or words of scripture as signs, or smoke as a sign — presupposes a definition of 
what a sign is. Classification and defini tion express of a term the same content but from 
two different points of view. The definition expresses the term’s com pre hension, the 
division its range of applicability. If the definition is too broad or, as in Augustine’s case, 
too narrow (for it confines signs to those which have material objects of sense for their 
vehicle), the divisions cannot adequately compensate for the failure.

Had Augustine been a bit more of a logician, perhaps he might have seen right off 
that his definition was too specific to suit his general notion, since it cut off the class of 
signs within the mind (the verbum mentis without which the verbum vocis vel scripti reduce 
back to the order of physical occurrences and nothing more). Since, however, it had not 
occurred to Augustine28 that the “words” within the mind signify no less than spoken and 
written words, and indeed do so more fundamentally, he did not notice the exclusion. 

27 Eco, Lambertini, Marmo, and Tabarroni 1986: 64–65: “medieval materials at first glance 
normally appear to be stubborn repetitions of a common archetype or model, differing not at all or at 
least not perceptibly. ... beneath literal appearances, every time the topos is cited, one has grounds for 
suspecting that a slight or more than slight shift of perspective has taken place.” In the detailed case of 
Poinsot, see further Deely 2001: Chap. 10, p. 464ff.

28 This is a point of overlook that a reader might justifiably regard with skepticism; in which case 
I can only refer that reader to Deely 2009: Appendix D, “Augustine’s disconnect between verbum vocis 
and verbum mentis”.
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Aquinas had pointed this out, and Bacon here in his De Signis (quite independently of 
Aquinas, we may presume), points it out as well:29

A sign however is that which, offered to sense or to understanding, designates something 
to the under standing itself; because not every sign is offered to sense as the common description 
of sign supposes, but [can be] something offered to the intellect alone.

Yet, as anyone who has wrestled with the matter soon comes to realize, the task of 
reaching a definition satisfactory to guide serious intellectual investigation is among the 
most difficult tasks that doctrinal progress in philosophy has constantly to wrestle with. 
On this point the doctrine of signs proves no exception!

The Mote in Augustine’s Eye and the Beam in Bacon’s Own
In making his point that the definition accepted by the Latins from Augustine was 

too narrow, Bacon unwittingly makes his corrected definition also too narrow in another 
direction. For although Bacon’s definition allows for the case where something imper-
ceptible by a sensory faculty can also be a sign, at the same time, as Maloney points out,30 
Bacon’s own formulation “requires that the inter pre ter have an intellect and thereby 
precludes animals from being able to communicate among themselves by signs, which 
Bacon clearly does not intend.” For, if he does intend it, he not only flies in the face of 
all experiential evidence, but contradicts himself later in the same text:31

(7) Turning now from natural signs to signs ordained for signifying by the mind and re-
ceiving the rationale of sign from an intention of the mind, such signs are twofold: One 
is from the mind with a deliberation of reason and choice of the will, whether according 
to custom or as a neologism, and of this sort is a sign instituted by the understanding, 
such as [the signs] of language and idiomatic expressions and the circle of grapes and 
things displayed for sale in the windows of shopkeepers positioned to be signs not only 
representing others but [representing also] themselves, such as bread and other edibles 
in a display window, and similarly weapons and reins and tools and all things of this sort 
which are set forth as the sign of a sale according to all the diversity of professions and 
of the mechanical arts.

(8) Another sign created by the mind is one which comes about without deliberation of 
reason and without voluntary choice, based neither on convention nor on a considered 
proposal, but arising as it were suddenly and instantaneously and by a kind of natural 
instinct and impulse of nature and from a naturally acting power. Such are all the expres-
sions of brute animals and many of those of rational animals as well, such as the groans 
and sighs of the sick, many cries of astonishment and of sorrow and exclamations and 
many such things which suddenly and without deliberation issue from the rational mind 
moved by the sensible part.

Bacon sees the mote in Augustine’s eye, but not the beam in his own.
Moreover, as Maloney also points out,32 “having broadened his definition of a sign 

to include concepts as signs, he never pursues the point further. Nor does he list them 
as an example in one of his classes of natural signs.”

29 Bacon c.1267: ¶2, italics added.
30 Maloney 1988: 130n91.
31 Bacon c.1267: ¶s 7–8, italics added.
32 Maloney 1988: 131n91.
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Bacon clearly recognized that in the matter of signs what was needed was a new 
point of departure, and to his great credit he never ceased casting about for that new 
point of departure, even though he never hit upon it.33 Like Thomas Edison who, asked 
how he felt about the failure of 4,000 chemical combinations that didn’t do what he was 
looking for, answered that he felt pretty good because he had succeeded in identifying 
4,000 places not to look, so Bacon pressed on in his investigation of signs. Unfortunate-
ly, where he had been on the right track in 1267, by the time he adapted his De signis in 
1292 to provide the substance of his Com pen dium of the Study of Theology, he was moving 
in the wrong direction. He was multiplying the details of the general notion without 
having sufficiently clarified the understanding of just what it was of which he was mul-
tiplying instances. And since distinctions of reason can be multiplied to infinity, as we 
saw above,34 it soon became impossible to tell, in the forest of Bacon’s classifications of 
signs, which were real and which imaginary trees. He had in effect, as we put it earlier, 
lost sight of the type in creating his forest of tokens.

The Uniqueness of Sign Relations
It is a pity that, after 1267, Bacon never went over again the opening ground of his 

De signis. For there were in the De Signis so many of the key pieces in the puzzle of the 
doctrine of signs, it would seem that only his impatience to get on to applications of 
the doctrine prevented him from better seeing what was finally required to secure its 
foundations. Not only did he see that the general notion of sign required a definition 
that included the “passions of the soul”, but he also had some grasp of a key twofold fact 
that would not be definitively clarified for a very long time after him: that the relation 
of signification constituting the sign as such is a notion at once irre duc ibly tri adic (that 
is, involving the three terms of sign-vehicle, signified, and interpretant) and irre duc ibly 
dis tinct from relations of causality as such, even in the case of so-called “natural” signs 
such as smoke or footprints.

The following text, read through postmodern eyes, appears as a kind of anticipation 
of the distinction35 between “Secondness”, the realm of physical interaction and ‘brute 
force’, and “Thirdness”, the realm of sign-relations as such, in the scheme of semiotic 
categories Peirce will finally introduce in 1867; but our text here is from Bacon:36

The third kind of natural sign, however, is found universally as an effect in respect of its 
cause, as a footprint is a sign of an animal and smoke is a sign of fire. And many such ex-
amples are gathered. For an effect is posited more to be a sign with respect to the cause 
than conversely, since an effect is more known to us and a sign has to be more known to 
us than a significate, because through an awareness of a sign we come to a cognition of a 
significate. And there is noth ing untoward in the fact that relations of cause and caused 
and of sign and significate are found in the same things, since according to the order 
of nature one thing is the cause of another with out having a comparison of themselves 
with a knowing power, but solely from the [dyadic] fact of their com parison or relation 
with one another. By contrast, relations of sign and significate and of the one to whom 
the signification occurs are applied through a relation or comparison to the mind appre-
hending [that is to say, triadically].

33 Cf. Maloney 1988: 19.
34 See chapter 8, “Nonbeing in Latin Philosophy”, esp. p. 268.
35 See “Categories and the Action of Signs” in Deely 2001: Chap. 15, p. 697ff.
36 Bacon c.1267: ¶ 6.
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Interpreter or Interpretant?
It is true that Bacon seems to have identified the third term of the sign relation with 

a person, an interpreter, an all but universal blunder in authors prior to Peirce — not to 
mention, less excusably, posterior authors37 — who treated the subject of signs:38

although there be a voice or a circle of grapes or something else actually imposed in 
respect of something and instituted for the same so far as it might represent and signify 
to another, nonetheless, if there be not someone for whom the significate is actually 
signified the sign is not a sign in act but in potency only. For it is one thing to be actu-
ally imposed for signifying to whomever that is possible, quite another thing to be a sign 
in act.39

But note that Bacon’s wording on the point is sometimes sufficiently abstract at least to 
point in the direction of the depersonalized notion of the interpretant rather than an in-
terpreter, as Peirce would finally say in giving a ‘logically proper name’ to the third term 
of the sign relation. Such an abstract formulation appears, for example, in the following 
passage from Bacon’s text:40

This verb “I signify” more essentially and principally respects that [relative] to which 
something is ac quired, [and] this is a situation or matter signified rather through a dative 
than through an accusative. And for this very reason the thing relative to which the sign 
signifies is not referred to except accidentally, which is the way something knowable is 
referred to [the prospect of] knowledge.

To newcomers to the questions about signs, Peirce’s distinction between “interpre-
tant” and “interpreter” always seems baffling. But in fact41 this distinc tion is crucial to 
under stand ing the action of signs as that follows upon the being proper to them. Failure 
to grasp the point that the third term in the relation constitutive of sign need not be a 
person, or at least an animal (a “cognitive organism”), blinded logicians for centuries — 
including throughout most of the Latin Age — to the fact that the problem of language 
and “reality” is not a question simply of “words”, “concepts”, and “things”,42 but of signs 
and their significates as mediating the difference between objective and physical reality 
at all levels and in all the dimensions both of Umwelt formation and of the species-
specifically human transformation (or “opening up”) of Umwelt into Lebenswelt (never 
more than partially achieved, be it noted! — human animals are repeatedly tempted to 
erect “great walls of China” everywhere!).

37 See the examples in Deely 2001: Chap. 17, p. 730, text and note 179.
38 Bacon c.1267: ¶ 1.
39 Cf., however, Poinsot’s 1632a observation at 126/3–4, on how “it suffices to be a sign virtually in 

order to signify in act”; and the development of the general consequences of this observation for our 
understanding of semiosis in Deely 1989.

40 Ibid.
41 See Deely 2001: Chaps. 15 and 17.
42 In 20th century Neothomism, this same blindness recurs as the “quo/quod distinction”, which is 

actually a noetically reductivist “quo/quod fallacy”: see Deely 2007/8, and 2008e; Poinsot 1632a: Book 
II, Questions 1 (esp. 224/7–225/11), 2, and 3.
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The Originality of Bacon’s Work on Sign
Bacon made it a point of pride that, as far as he was concerned, his basic thought on 

signs was original and not derivative from reading Augustine’s On Christian Doctrine.43 
But he shows no signs of having realized that, were it not for Augustine, there would 
be no general notion of signs in the Latin language for him to be thinking about or 
comparing his thought to. It could have been otherwise. But it appears that as a matter 
of fact the Latins were the first to have the notion of sign as a general notion and that 
Augustine — perhaps because of his ignorance of Greek — was the one who proposed 
that notion not just in passing,44 but thematically. After Augustine, anyone using the 
Latin term signum in a general sense was indebted to Augustine, consciously or not, will-
ingly or not, as anyone using the term “hierarchy” is indebted to the Pseudo-Dionysius.

If Bacon had better understood his provenance, he would better have understood the 
scope of the prob lem he thought to resolve with the single opening sentence of his De 
Signis. Like Martha in the gos pels, he was too busy about many things; and he also missed 
the one thing necessary. He was the first, it seems, actually to touch on the foundation 
stone of the doctrine of signs. But, not realizing what he had his hands on, he left the 
stone lie mostly buried, where it would yet remain for some three and a half centuries.

Joannes Duns Scotus (c.1266–1308ad)
Three men dominated the closing Latin centuries, Thomas Aquinas (c.1224–1275), 

Duns Scotus (c.1266–1308), and William of Ockham (c.1285–1349).45 Around the works 
of these men formed schools of thought which drew partisan and doctrinal lines estab-
lishing frontiers so recondite that it often requires years of study really to understand 
“what’s the shooting about”.

An example may serve to make the point. Writing near the very end of the Latin Age, 
324 years after the death of Scotus, at the conclusion of his main discussion on the na-
ture and conditions required for relations existing in the physical en vironment, Poinsot 
raises a technical question which, he tells us, serves to point up the principal difference 
between the Thomists and the Scotists as it had emerged over the past three centuries:46

But you might ask concerning that condition of a mind-independent and categorial rela-
tion, namely, that the extremes be mind-independently distinct, whether it is required 
that they be distinct on the part of the things, that is, of the extremes materially, or 

43 Bacon 1292: ¶25; discussion in Maloney 1988: 22–24.
44 As we saw in Chapter 4 above with Origen, p. 85.
45 Aquinas died about to turn 50 — just old enough, by his own reckoning, to turn metaphysician. 

Duns Scotus was 8 at the time, and would live only 34 years longer. Ockham was already 23 when 
Scotus died, and lived yet another 31 years. By chronology, Ockham should have been by far the most 
metaphysical of the three. In fact, he was by far the least, especially where it came to recognizing 
the requirements experience imposes on any theory which seeks to explain human knowledge. For 
Ockham, unwittingly, anticipated Descartes in virtually and implicitly posing the “problem of the 
external world”, not realizing that by denying relation any status as an ens reale he had already locked 
himself and all who agreed with him into that capsule — or casket! — of individual consciousness that 
moderns would come to think of as the quintessence of “subjectivity” (see Deely 2008: esp. Chap. 5), 
in contrast to the Latin notion which equated subjectivity with the “esse in se” dimension of ens reale.

46 From Poinsot’s Ars Logica of 1632, Q. 17, Art. 2, 579b35–580a28. This is part of the discussion 
which forms the Second of the two Preambles to the independent edition of his Tractatus de Signis, 
1632a: 92/26–93/14.
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whether it is required that they be distinct not only materially but also on the part of 
the rationale of their foundation, so that the proximate fundament of the relation is also 
mind-independently distinct from the relation.

The response to this inquiry is that in this lies the difference between the schools 
of St. Thomas and of Scotus. For Scotus, in Book I of his Commentary on the Sentences 
of Peter Lombard, dist. 31, q. 1, requires only a distinction between the things which are 
the extremes, not between the rationales of founding. St. Thomas requires both, as is 
clear in the Summa Theologiae, I, q. 42, art. 1, where on this ground he denies that there 
is an ontological relation of similarity and equality between the divine persons indepen-
dently of our minds, because the foundation [of relations of similarity and equality] is 
the same in each of the persons, to wit, the divine essence, by reason of which they are 
alike; it would be the same if one whiteness existed in two stones. The reason for this is 
taken from Cajetan and the other interpreters commenting on q. 42, art. 1, because in 
these relatives [i.e., in the case of ontological relatives that are reciprocal] the material 
extremes are referred because the rationales themselves of the founding are referred; for 
it is because the whitenesses are similar that the white things are similar. Whence if, on 
the contrary, the whitenesses are not similar, because there is only one whiteness, the 
white things themselves could not be similar in whiteness, because they are the same, 
since, by hypothesis, there is only one and the same whiteness. But if they are similar, 
it will be in something else, not in the formal rationale itself of a white thing. But it is 
enough to have insinuated this concerning this difficulty, for it is a difficulty that looks 
more to the theologians and the metaphysicians.

To a beginning student today, as to many a professor, such a “clarification” is com-
pletely bewildering, and may help to explain the neglect of these later centuries when 
the discussion of “special questions” had become so refined; it should also point out why 
this period is more like a dense rain-forest than a desert where nothing grows!

In Search of the Fundamental Ground
Fortunately, in the development of the doctrine of signs, while these various recon-

dite subtleties are hardly irrelevant, at the same time, neither are they necessary to grasp 
the central issues and alternatives which demarcate the fundamental ground. By sticking 
closely to our problem we may hope to make our way through without disappearing 
forever into some re mote underbrush of philosophy. For the basic insights and develop-
ment of terminology that went into the answering at last of Augustine’s tacit question 
cut across the divisions of the later Latin schools, and are more a common property than 
the outcome of one or the other school as such.

When, at the end of modernity, Charles Peirce broke ranks with his peers by insist-
ing on the importance of previous philosophy, and particularly of the late Latin scholas-
tic period, he found more of value to the establishment of his semiotic among the Latins 
than in any single place, and I surely hope that the reader of this book in hand will well 
come to see why. And though his prodigious studies ranged far and wide, so buried were 
the most relevant contributions that, in general, Peirce was able to get no farther than 
first Scotus and then also the Conimbricenses in his recovery operations. Yet it is fasci-
nating to note how much over  lap resulted in the final conception of the being proper to 
signs in the semiotic of Charles Peirce and in the final answer to Augustine’s question 
that emerged in Latin thought.47 It is not only that Peirce and Poin sot drew on much 
of the same Latin sources. It is especially the objective requirements of the sign that  

47 See Beuchot and Deely 1995 for the detailed discussion, and Deely 1994 for commentary on why 
the detailed discussion is important.
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de ter mine the final outcome or “shape” of the fundamental doctrine to which the sourc-
es are but landmarks along the way.

Working on the Beam from Roger Bacon’s Eye
It is Scotus who begins to make up for the fact that Bacon, even after broadening 

his defi  ni tion of sign to include concepts, never pursued the point. Like Bacon, Scotus 
was a Franciscan friar. So it may be not a coincidence that the first definition of signum 
that we find in Scotus is a definition of sign exactly mirroring the defective version of 
Bacon just discussed:48

To signify is to represent something to the under standing; what therefore is signified 
is the object conceived by the understanding. But whatever is conceived by the under-
stand ing is conceived under some distinct and determinate rationale, because under-
standing is a kind of act, and accordingly the mind distinguishes what it understands 
from something else. Everything that is signified, therefore, is signified under a distinct 
and determinate rationale.

Passing over for a moment the fact that Scotus has here, inversely to Augustine, too 
narrowly defined the action of signs (for we will see with Fonseca49 that it is an error 
easily and without loss corrected), notice the conclusion Scotus draws: “there  fore what 
is sig ni fied is the object conceived by the understanding”. That is to say, thought is what 
makes the sign the vehicle of the object, what enables a person to connect a sign with a 
thing; for the sign makes thought evoke the image or idea of the thing, and thereby go 
to the thing itself (if it exists). Thought goes to the thing insofar as the thing is thought, 
that is, objectified, cognized or known, and hence to the actually existing thing when what is 
thought also exists subjectively (“physically”), as may or may not happen to be the case.

Intuitive and Abstractive Awareness
Here becomes relevant to the doctrine of signs the distinction Scotus introduc-

es between what he calls intuitive and abstractive cognition or knowledge, first men-
tioned above in Chapter 5, p. 48. This terminology is everywhere adopted but differ-
ently interpreted after Scotus. Tachau,50 as we saw in passing in Chapter 5, has observed 
that, so widespread does the use of this terminology become, the history of theories 
of knowledge in the Latin Age after 1310ad “can be traced as the development of 
this dichot o my.”

The semiotic import of this distinction derives from the sign-character of thought 
in just the manner Scotus calls attention to it. Intuitive cognition terminates at an ob-
ject as acting upon the senses here and now, that is, in the immediate surroundings of 
the physical environment. Recall ing the Thomistic argument on the superfluousness of 
positing psychological states (ideas or images, species impressae or conceptus) at the level 
of sensation,51 Poinsot is able to point out that sensation, as analytically prescissed and 
considered in its own right, is capable only of cognition as intuitive.

Perception and understanding, insofar as they are de pen dent upon and continuous 
with sensation, will, by virtue of that continuity, also be capable of intuitive awareness  

48 Scotus a.1300c: Super libros Elenchorum, q. 15, no. 6; in Wadding ed. 1639: 2, 22a.
49 P. 348 below.
50 Tachau 1988: 81, a work which I would particularly like to recommend for the interested student.
51 See “Why Sensation Does Not Involve Mental Icons”, in Chapter 8, p. 257.
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or knowl edge. But both perception and understanding will be capable not only of 
intuitive awareness but also of abstractive awareness. The reason is that the relations 
of the mind to the environment in the case of per ception and understanding are sus-
tained not only by the input of sense but also by the ideas or icons the mind itself 
forms as the basis for yet further cognitive relations to what is objectified. Perception 
and understanding achieve an awareness of an organism’s surroundings not merely as 
things in the environment act upon organs of external sense but pre cise ly as objects 
are correlates of perceptual images and conceptual ideas. Aspects of the environment 
objec tified in sensation are but raw materials in the formation of perceptual and con-
ceptual objects. Sensations are only a part, albeit a fundamental part, of objects per-
ceived; and they may not even pertain at all to what is understood as such.

We see then that what is objectified in sensation is one thing; but objectification, 
in percep tion and understanding alike, goes beyond sensation to create a total ob-
jective world that exists correlative to the Innenwelt, an objective world comprised 
of not only the incipient and nascent objectivity resulting from sensations but also 
that fully structured animal objectivity given in perceptions and, in the case of hu-
man animals, that further structured objectivity whereby through intellection the 
cathected animal objects appear prospectively as things in their own right indifferent 
to animal cathexis.

Thus sensation on the side of the Innenwelt is restricted to the objecti fication of 
some proportionate parts only of what is there in the physical surroundings. Perception 
rises above this to create an awareness of structured in terms of what might or could be 
there on this or that inter pretation of sense or this or that recollection of what past ex-
perience has taught in relation to what sense presents. Understanding rises even higher 
to the consideration of pure possibilities and the consid eration of subjective structures 
of physi cal being independent of all finite cognition. Intuitive awareness is restricted to 
aspects of objects physically present and active upon sense here and now. Abstractive 
awareness knows no such restriction, but reaches beyond the present to objects and 
aspects of objects that need not be present here and now and that may or may not have 
a subjective existence at the time of their consideration. In abstractive awareness, appre-
hension terminates not at the physical environment as such but at the objective world, 
the Umwelt, as in principle distinct from the physical environment. Hence in abstrac tive 
awareness illusion first becomes possible, and therewith error, both perceptual and intel-
lectual — “error” which can be brought to bear also on the objects of intuitive awareness.

Because abstractive awareness terminates in the objective world as such and not just 
in the objective world as physical (except insofar as sensation is at work), to the extent 
that abstractive awareness transcends intuitive awareness it enables us to consider the 
nonexistent as if it did exist. In perceptual judgments this is not simply the situation 
of either error, illusion, or wishful thinking. It is also the situation that makes possible 
strategy and cunning among animals. But in intel lec tual discourse as depending on the 
awareness of the difference between objects, which exist as known but sometimes may or 
may not also exist as things, and things, which exist as belonging to the physical environ-
ment but may or may not exist as known or apprehended, the signifi  cance of abstrac-
tive apprehensions becomes much greater still. For this possibility of recognizing the 
difference between objects as such and objects as things enables under stand ing alike to 
create myths and to consider the existence of physical realities beyond the range of our 
biological senses. Through abstractive awareness human understanding is able to con-
sider a possible future in which actual things might be different, and an actual present in 
which possible things are not only sensible.
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The Three Meanings of Abstraction
Abstractive awareness, thus, while no longer a familiar philosophical concept, is yet 

not a recondite one. It is one of the three uses to which the term “abstraction” and its 
derivatives were put in the Latin Age.52

First, abstraction was used by the Latins in exactly the sense Locke would speak of 
in the late 17th century as the manner in which general ideas of perception are formed, 
namely, by focusing attention on one aspect of an object, say, the color or the shape of 
an apple, and leaving out the rest so as to arrive at a general notion of “red” or “round”. 
Abstraction in this sense the Latins recognized as common to all higher animals and not 
restricted to “rational” or human animals.

Abstraction was used in a second sense among the Latins to describe the psychologi-
cal pro cess whereby the intellect draws from the materials of sense perception the intel-
lectual essence or intelligibility of the objects of sense. Some Neothomist authors came 
to call this process “ideogenesis”, understanding “idea” in a restricted intellectual sense 
contrasted with the images of sense-perception. In the writings of Boethius and after, as 
we saw in the last Chapter,53 abstraction in this second sense became the basis for one of 
the great medieval theories concerning the organi za tion of the sci ences.

But the third sense of “abstraction”, abstractive awareness in contrast to intuitive 
awareness, which dom inated the later Latin Age and remained prom inent in early mod-
ern philosophy (for example, the terminology is still found in Spinoza, 1632–1677), 
came to be all but forgotten as the modern period reached its later stages. Yet this 
third sense was in many ways the most interesting, and is surely the most important 
for semiotics. Abstractive aware ness in this third sense referred to the manner in which 
cognition transcends the limits of its strictly sensory origin and ground, to some mea-
sure alike in both perception and under stand ing. Peirce will introduce the very concept 
again in the context of reviving the doctrine of signs toward the turn of the 20th century, 
and it may help at this juncture to mention his description of the process of abstraction 
presupposed as giving to the signs “used by a ‘scientific’ intelli gence, that is to say, by an 
intelligence capable of learning by experience” their distinctive character:54

As to that process of abstraction, it is itself a sort of observation. The faculty which I 
call abstrac tive obser va tion is one which ordinary people perfectly recognize, but for 
which the theories of phi losophers sometimes hardly leave room. It is a familiar expe-
rience to every human being to wish for something quite beyond his present means, 
and to follow that wish by the question, “Should I wish for that thing just the same, if 
I had ample means to gratify it?” To answer that question, he search es his heart, and 
in doing so makes what I term an abstractive observation. He makes in his imagination 
a sort of skeleton diagram, or outline sketch, of himself, considers what modifications 
the hypothetical state of things would require to be made in that picture, and then 
examines it, that is, observes what he has imagined, to see whether the same ardent 
desire is there to be discerned. By such a process, which is at bottom very much like 
mathematical reasoning, we can reach conclusions as to what would be true of signs in 
all cases, so long as the intelligence using them was scientific. The modes of thought 
of a God, who should possess an intuitive omni science superseding reason, are put 

52 The first two senses are older in the Latin Age. They are discussed in the texts of Aquinas 
in some detail in “Animal Intelli gence and Concept-Formation” (Deely 1971). For the root of this 
discussion in Aristotle, see “Abstraction” in Chapter 7 of this book, p. 156.

53 See Chapter 8, p. 224 above.
54 Peirce c.1897: CP 2.227.
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out of the question. Now the whole process of development among the community of 
students of those formu la tions by abstractive ob ser vation and reasoning of the truths 
which must hold good of all signs used by a scientific intelligence is an observational 
science, like any other positive science, notwithstanding its strong contrast to all the 
special sciences which arises from its aiming to find out what must be and not merely 
what is in the actual world.

In science, abstraction of this sort leads to the development of instruments for the 
detection and handling of aspects of the universe of which we could never become di-
rectly aware by the unaided senses alone. Abstraction also leads to the formation of 
hypotheses which enable us to know how to use such instruments, and suggests what 
instruments to build in the first place in order to test inductively whether the theoretical 
entities posited as possibly or probably existing have indeed an existential status.

In philosophy, in the case of the existence of God, for example, as Aquinas pointed 
out, abstrac tive awareness enables us to raise the question of existence even though the 
object is so abstract that not even instruments extending our senses in any way or degree 
can touch the exis tence into which we inquire. Yet in thought, as Aquinas put it, in the 
proposition “God exists”55 we are able through discourse to argue about and through 
judgment to touch upon the truth concerning the very exis tence of God and of other 
extensions of the physical universe not accessible to sense or to perception. Such less 
extreme examples of abstractive awareness as the case of knowledge of the soul, or of 
the understanding itself, are cited in the semiotic of John Poinsot, along with the most 
extreme example of abstractive awareness in thought about God.56 Many examples could 
be added from modern science, from the discussion of phlogiston, a supposed material 
substance connected with fire which turned out not to exist, to the discussion of quarks 
and antimatter, which perhaps do.

The Term “Physical” as Used by the Latins
As an aside, the reader should take note of the following. This prospectively infinite 

reach of human un der standing is what lay behind the medieval fondness for the formula 
that “the intellectual soul is capable of becoming all things” (“anima est quodammodo 
omnia”, to quote exactly). The infinite reach of under stand ing is also behind the (today 
little-understood) use by some of the best Latin authors of the term “physical” to ap-
ply to whatever exists in the order of being as it exhibits an existence independent of 
the finite mind.57 In modern usage, “physical” tends to be a synonym for “mater ial”, in 

55 See Chapter 8, p. 201.
56 Poinsot, Tractatus de Signis, Book III “Concerning Modes of Awareness and Concepts”, Question 

1 “Whether Intuitive and Abstractive Awareness Differ Essentially in the Rationale of Cognition”, 
291/12–42, esp. 291/19–26.

57 In the translation of ens reale as “mind-independent being”, the hyphenated expression is short 
for “whatever is capable of existence in the order of being as it exhibits an existence independent 
of the finite mind”; and the qual i fication “finite” on the term “mind” is also essential to the correct 
understanding in English of the Latin ens reale. This point about the sense of the term “physical” in 
Latin Age mainstream philosophy, though not commonly understood in contexts of modern thought, 
becomes nonetheless crucial in its bearing upon our understanding of relation as a mode of mind-
independent being (as well as of mind-dependent being). My translation of relatio realis as “physical 
relation” proved to be the second greatest occasion of misunderstanding in contempo rary discussion of 
the 1985 bilingual edition of Poinsot’s 1632a Tractatus de Signis. “‘Physical beings’ will not do for entia 
realia”, D. P. Henry stated (1987: 1201), “since theological entities are for Poinsot non-physical (indeed 
meta-physical) but nevertheless real”; whence Henry deems this a “quite inappropriate” translation of 
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contrast to “spir i tual”. But in Latin philosophy, “physical” extends equally to material 
and spiritual sub stan ces and to the esse divinum itself, even to the discussion of grace 
among the theologians.58 Modern ignor ance on this point means that the student should 
note that “physica” among the Latins can be extended also to spir itual being insofar as 
such being is cognition-independent. An angel would be no less “physical” than a rock.

Scotus on the Dynamics of the Sign
Anticipation too can be found in Scotus for Peirce’s point that the interpretant of 

a sign, even when an interpreter is involved, is yet always something distinct from the 
interpreter, and that the semiotic triad of sign-vehicle/interpretant/object is not a static 
one but a stage in a process where what is a sign at one stage can be an interpretant or 
object at another stage, and so on ad infinitum:59

To utter a [linguistic] sign does not reduce to the emission of a breath thus or so, but 
it is a sound so pronounced and articulated as to be a spoken word, and the imaginable 
word which corresponds thereto is the mental word, which is something formed in act 
by the memory.

a key term, a criticism in which he is joined by Furton 1987: 767 and Ashworth 1988: 145, who also 
objects on the ground that “there are places in which the type of real being picked out may well include 
spiritual beings”. The Henry-Furton-Ashworth objection stems from ignorance of the details of the 
philosophical vocabulary in Poinsot’s tradition, to be sure, but it also serves to emphasize the need (the 
“nose of wax” problem) mentioned above to go beyond the literal appearances in reading the authors 
of mainstream Latin tradition.

In this particular, nonetheless, I was surprised to learn that it is apparently little known among 
contemporary renaissance Latin scholars that, beginning with Aquinas himself (e.g., c.1269: liber I, 
lect. 1, n. 1), the term “physical” extends equally to material and spiritual substances, including the 
esse divinum (“Essentia Dei physica consistit in cumulo omnium perfectionum in gradu infinito et in 
summa simplicitate, ita ut, quam quam perfectio a perfectione differt plus quam ratione ratiocinante, 
non distingu antur tamen inter se nisi ratione ratiocinata cum fundamento in re imperfec to” — Gredt 
1936: vol. II, Thesis XXXII). Thus Poinsot, in the 1637 first volume of his theological Cursus, disp. 
8. art. 6. ¶8 (but in vol. II of the modern Solesmes ed., p. 38b), speaks of divine grace as producing a 
“specialem modum praesentiae realis et physicae respectu Dei”, flatly contradicting Henry’s assertion 
that theological entities for Poinsot are non-physical.

The division of ens reale into spiritual and material substances, in the Thomistic tradition, is 
precisely a division (a sub-division) in the order of physical being — the order, that is to say, of being 
as existing independently of objectification in finite cognition. “Ens physicum” and “ens reale” alike 
designate this order of being throughout its extent, whence the synonymy drawn upon in the 1985 
Tractatus de Signis translation is inaptly singled out by the reviewers for criticism. A reliable modern 
guide to the technical Latin usages in Poinsot’s tradition can be found in the two-volume text entitled 
Elementa Philosophiae Aristotelico-Tho mis ticae, written by the learned Benedictine philosopher-
scientist, Joseph Gredt (1863–1940), exactly according to the traditional plan of Poinsot’s Cursus 
Philosophi cus, but updating the material of natural philosophy pertaining to experimental science 
(psychology, biology, physics, etc.) and ad dres sing the problems under more current headings: see 
the “Editorial After word” to the Tractatus de Signis (Deely 1985), p. 461 n.97. Originally published 
in 1899, Gredt’s work went through seven editions in the author’s lifetime, and there have been at 
least five posthumous editions, of which I have drawn primarily on the 1961 posthumous edition 
by Zenzen.

58 By way of example, see Poinsot 1637: 38, cited in note 56 preceding.
59 Scotus, Reportata Parisiensia (c.1302–1303), lib. 1. dist. 27. q. 2. n. 8; in Wadding ed. 1639: 22, 

334b.
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Scotus repeats, moreover, Aquinas’s point that there is an overlap in the human 
use of signs with the use of signs among angels, but with this difference that can be 
seen from Scotus’s text: that telepathy, impossible for the human, is normal for the 
angel:60

One forms a vocal sound for the purpose of signifying and declaring that which is under-
stood. But that vocal sound is not formed immediately by the understanding insofar as it 
is understanding; the audible sound is formed by some power mediating the understand-
ing, such as the vocal chords. This fact is an imperfection of human understanding. If 
therefore a word were produced or formed as expressive of that which lies hidden in the 
understanding, and the production of this word were by virtue of the very understanding 
itself of the one understanding, it would not be any the less a sign.

The Semiotic Web
But perhaps most tantalizing is the anticipation we see Scotus give to the notion of 

signs as a system. For once the being proper to signs has been attained, the notion of 
signs as a system prepares the way for an appreciation of the inevitable analytic shift to 
the action of signs (or semiosis, as we shall see Peirce call it),61 and to an exploration (by 
means of signs) of the role of signs in experience and knowledge as a whole. For signifi-
cation does not occur as an isolated act, but as something sustained by a vast network, a 
network that will prove as vast ultimately as the universe itself:62

Even though there is a great contro ver sy63 over the spoken word, whether it is a sign of 
a thing or of a con cept, notwithstanding, and grant ing, in short, that that which is prop-
erly signified by the voice is a thing,64 there are nevertheless many signs ordered to the 
same sig nifi  cate (to wit: the letter, the voice and the con cept), just as there are many ef-
fects ordered to the same cause, no one of which is the cause of the other, as is clear from 
the case of the sun illuminating many parts of the medium. ... And just as one can grant 
that a more proximate effect is in some way a cause in respect of a more remote effect, not 
properly, but on account of that priority which obtains among such effects respecting the 
cause; so can one grant of many signs ordered to the same signifi cate that one is in some 
way a sign of the other, because it provides the understanding of that other, since the 
more remote would not signify unless the more immediate in some way signifies first, 
and nevertheless the one is not on this account properly the sign of the other, just as we 
saw in the case of cause and causing.

Here for the first time we see discussion of a hierarchy of signs, not as “sacred” signs are 
super ior to “pro fane” signs, for example, but as all signs are at work within a system. We 
begin to get a pic ture of the net work, the “semiotic web”, of signs that sustains human 

60 Scotus c.1300: Opus Oxoniense, lib. 1. dist. 27. q. 3. n. 14; in Wadding ed. 1639: 10, 370b.
61 For agere sequitur esse, “action follows upon being”.
62 Scotus c.1300: Opus Oxoniense, lib. 1. dist. 27. q. 3. n. 19; in Wadding ed. 1639: 10, 377b–378a; 

italics added.
63 Poinsot addresses this controversy of Scotus’ time in his 1632a Tractatus de Signis, Appendix A 

“Exhibens relationes quae se habent inter voces, conceptus, et obiecta”, 342–351/40.
64 Here “thing” must be understood transcendentally, specifically as transcending the distinction 

between object strictly and thing strictly, so that it is well borne in mind that whatever is a thing in 
principle may also be an object, and conversely.
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understanding65 and constitutes every Umwelt. If indeed the spoken sign is a sign of a 
thing, it sig ni fies the thing “in a dative case” indirectly, that is, through or on the basis 
of thought, “by means of the concept”. And what the concept has for its content — and 
therefore as the terminus of the relation it founds over and above the knower — is the 
thing itself insofar as it is thought (the thing become also object; or even the object that 
might have been a thing, or the object that is only an object).

Notice that Scot us says, at the beginning of the above citation, that “in short, ... that 
which is properly sig nified by the voice is a thing”. The spoken sign signifies, simply, 
not the thing as such, but the conceived thing or object signi fied coincident with some envi-
ronmental features at least insofar as sensations enter into the object as conceived here 
and now. And in the word’s achieving this signification of its object or “thought thing” a 
whole hierarchy of semiotic functions is involved. An individual letter is in a way a sign 
of the word; the word is in a way a sign of the concept (i.e., of the interpretant). But this 
last is properly and directly a sign of the thing signi fied, as also are the written and spoken 
words through or on the basis of the con cept, which illum i nates the medium of under-
standing to which each of them belongs. Scot us also puts it this way:66

Whether the things signified, the objects, exist or not, the concepts remain unaffected 
as signs thereof. It fol lows from these considerations that a name essentially signifies its 
object in the same way whether that object is also a thing, or whether it is only an object; 
because the concept represents its object according as it is a likeness which exists in the 
soul, and which gives rise to the relation according to which it is a sign.

Duns Scotus vis-à-vis Roger Bacon and Thomas Aquinas
Scotus, then, picks up exactly Aquinas’s point that intellectual concepts or ideas, 

too, are signs, and signs more fundamentally than are spoken words. But we have to 
suspect that Scotus picked up the point not from Aquinas but from Roger Bacon. And 
the reason for thinking this is not simply that Bacon and Scotus were both English 
Franciscans, but mainly that if Scotus had picked up the point from Aquinas he would 
have so expressed it as to include percepts as well as concepts, images as well as ideas, as 
we will see in Poinsot.67 Perhaps, too, he would have been careful to say precisely why 

65 E.g., Deely 2006: Section 2: “‘As long as one questions oneself only on verbal language,’ Todorov 
muses (1977: 40), ‘one remains within a science (or a philosophy) of language’. But once one begins 
to entertain the notion of semiotics as the doctrine of signs, among the first questions to be faced 
is ‘the place of linguistic signs among signs in general’. For once words have been conceived at the 
level of signs ‘they only occupy a place among others’, whence the independent status of ‘linguistic 
analysis’, be it scientifically or philosophically conceived, is at once compro mised.” This of course was 
the fundamental error vitiating the project of “Analytic philosophy” and “philosophy of language” 
generally, from its late 19th century origins throughout the 20th and into the early 21st century.

66 Scotus, In Perihermenias, opus secundum; in Wadding ed. 1639: 1, 586a–b. But since in this case I 
have taken a little more liberty with the Latin in view of discussion to come than is normally permitted 
a translator, I particularly owe it to the reader in this case to give Scotus’s own words in place of my 
speaking for him. For though a translator always puts words in the translated author’s mouth which 
the translated author never used, it is not to the same measure in all cases. Here, in any event, are 
Scotus’s own words: “sive res sit, sive non, similitudines univoce sunt signa illarum. Ex istis sequitur, 
quod nomen essentialiter significat rem, sive res sit, sive non sit, quia rem repraesentat secundum quod 
similitudo ejus in anima est, et est signum.”

67 Poinsot 1632a: Book II, Question 2, esp. 247/22–24.
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the point did not apply to sensation, since Thomas, as we saw,68 was above all clear on 
the superflu ous ness of ideas and images at that level of the initial, pervasive cognitive 
stimulation in sense. Scotus did none of this. He began instead with a statement about 
signification which would have limited the use of signs to human animals (and angels), 
which is exactly how Bacon defined the sign in his De Signis.69 All of this, well short of 
conclusive proof, yet gives some reason to think that the pri mary influence on Scotus in 
developing the point Aquinas had made more than eleven years before Bacon’s De signis 
was not Aquinas but Bacon.

Yet see how far beyond Thomas Aquinas and Roger Bacon alike has Scotus ad-
vanced the doctrine of signs overall. It is clear why Scotus was Peirce’s favorite among 
the Latin writers whose ac quain tance he had been able to make. Not since the begin-
ning of the Latin Age has there been an author who pushed as far as Scotus along the 
way of signs from within the philosophy of being. What for Aquinas had been a point 
made in passing subordinate to yet some other point has become in Scotus, rather, 
a point of departure for developing for its own sake and in its own line the realization 
that intellectual concepts are among the most fundamental of the signs in the human 
use of signs. Yet the human use of signs, “anthroposemiosis”, involves percepts or 
images and sensations as well as intellectual concepts. The involvement of percepts 
and sensations dis tin guishes the human use of signs from the case of angels. The in-
volvement of intellectual concepts distinguishes the human use of signs from that of 
nonlinguistic animals.

William of Ockham (c.1285–1349ad)
We come to the third defining figure of the later Latin Age. No Latin writer, with 

the possible exception of Suárez (who agreed with Ockham as he disagreed with Scotus 
and with Aquinas on the fundamental points propaedeutic to the doctrine of signs) more 
influenced moder nity, down to its twilight. The huge two-volume work on Ockham by 
Marilyn McCord Adams, a classic by size alone, fondly reduces the “of Ockham” to a 
modern last name: William Ock ham.70 As Aquinas was the “glory of the Latins”, so Ock-
ham can perhaps be said to be the “inspi ra tion of the moderns”.

Ockham did not inspire by his writings a doctrinal school in quite the way as did 
both Scotus and Aquinas. The grouping around Ockham is a looser grouping, with 
Ockham at the head not as an authority to be expounded but more as a primus inter pares, 
a “first among equals” in a congeries of authors united mainly in their agreement to do 
away so far as possible with abstract entities and adhere closely to the reality of things 
as individuals, deemed the only reality, with relations reduced wholly to the order of 
mental comparisons, mind-dependent beings.

As in the High Middle Ages Aristotle was called “the Philosopher”, Averroes “the 
Com mentator”, and Mai mon ides “the Teacher”, so in the later centuries, as Sylvester 
of Ferrara (“Ferrariensis”) was sometimes called the “First of the Thomists” because 
he began the traditions of Latin commentary upon the writings of Aquinas, Ock ham 
was everywhere considered “First of the Nominalists” — in this case not because there 

68 Chapter 8, “Why Sensations Do Not Involve Mental Icons”, p. 257.
69 See p. 311 above.
70 The title for McCord Adams 1987. This innovation of McCord Adams so well fits the late 

modern customs of naming that it is likely to stick. Here, nonetheless, I will keep to the more correct 
traditional usage.
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had been no nom i nalist doctrine before him71 but because he was the first to make its 
development a mainstream Latin current. So Ockham was not “first” in a chronological 
sense, but he was rather “first” in the sense of “fore most”: the title Princeps Nominalista-
rum in his case bears almost the sense of “Prince of the Nominal ists” (as in “Prince of 
Darkness” for matters epistemological).

The Second Florescence of Nominalism
Now what was nominalism? The student in hope of a ready answer should listen at 

once to the greatest of the medieval historians of the 20th century:72

Here we enter upon a poorly understood doctrinal terrain, one that is extremely com-
plex and of which one knows at least this much going in, that the term “nominalism” 
does not at all suffice to define it.

We have seen already a first florescence of nominalism under Roscelin, in the time 
of Abaelard.73 There the term meant that only individual things as such exist, and that 
the terms we utter in speaking gene ral ities or making universal statements are so much 
wind, a kind of oral fart (flatus vocis). In nominalism’s second and more enduring flores-
cence the nominalists became much more sophis ti cat ed about their handling of terms. 
But that only individuals in the strict sense exist — that is to say, that there are, apart 
from thought, only subjects of existence (“substances”) with their subjective modifica-
tions (“inherent accidents”), and nothing over and above those individuated substances 
apart from thought: this remained the heart of the commit ment. Esse, we may say, so far 
as it expresses ens reale, means inesse.

In the original florescence of the dispute, the nominalism of Roscelin was pitted 
against the real ism of William of Champeaux, who, recall, “out Platoed Plato”. But in 
the florescence under Ockham, the dispute was against what in the later middle ages was 
called “moderate realism” to contrast with the Platonic “extreme realism” of the earlier 
time. Moderate realism, which was the position of both Aquinas and Scotus, held that 
concepts in our mind are capable of express ing in thought relations that really connect 
us with the actual situation of the physical universe. Let us go by Peirce’s characteriza-
tion of the dispute in this second florescence, for it is accurate:74 “the question between 
nominalists and realists relates to thoughts, that is, to the objects which thinking enables us 
to know”. Clearly the objects which thinking enables us to know include but, at the same 
time, are more and other than the mere physical individuals that reliance on sen sation 
is alone able to reveal.

There was no question that much of what we objectify beyond the physical indi-
viduals acces sible as such through sensation is not “real”. Of course, even the philoso-
pher’s stone of ancient alchemy that would turn any metal into gold, or the Fountain 
of Youth for which Ponce de Leon (1460–1521) searched the Americas, were real as 
ideas — that is, they were actual psy cho log i cal states of actual historical individuals. And 

71 Recall the discussion above under “The ‘Problem of Universals’ and First Florescence of 
Nominalism” in Chapter 6, p. 130f.

72 Gilson 1944: 657: “Nous pénétrons ici sur un terrain doctrinal mal connu, extrêmement 
complexe et don’t on sait du moins déjà ceci, que le terme de nominalisme ne suffit aucunement à le 
définir.”

73 Chapter 6, p. 130f. above.
74 1909: CP 1.27. The use of italics is my own.
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the objects those actual individuals sought, for all their objectivity, were not real in any 
mind-independent sense, as it proved. The dispute does not concern a truism about 
thoughts being real even when their objects are illusory, nor the commonplace that 
there are illusions.

The dispute turns on the very nature of objectivity itself. But what about those ob-
jects of thought that do turn out to be real, even though they were not sensed in advance, 
such as the planet Uranus which was first predicted and then discovered? And how is it 
that even mythical objects sometimes influence public events before their unreal status 
is discovered, as Galileo could testify, or the witches at Salem? And what about “the laws 
of nature, and that property of gold by which it will yield the purple of Cassius”, Peirce 
asks us. Are they “no more real than the philosopher’s stone”?

If you understand the terms of the controversy, then, the question between the 
nominalism of Ockham and the so-called “moderate” realism of Scotus and Aquinas is, 
in its nature, sus ceptible of but two answers: yes or no, without a between: “Are the laws 
of nature, and that property of gold by which it will yield the purple of Cassius, no more 
real than the philosopher’s stone?”75

It must not be imagined that any notable realist of the thirteenth or fourteenth century 
took the ground that any “universal” was what we in English should call a “thing”, as it 
seems that, in an earlier age, some realists and some nominalists, too, had done; though 
perhaps it is not quite certain that they did so, their writings being lost. Their very defi-
nition of a “universal” admits that it is of the same generic nature as a word, namely, is: 
“Something so fashioned as to be suit a ble for predication of more than one.”76 Neither 
was it their doctrine that any “universal” itself is real. They might, indeed, some of 
them, think so; but their realism did not consist in that opin ion, but in holding that what 
the word signifies, in contra dis tinction to what it can be truly said of, is real. Anybody 
may happen to opine that “the” is a real English word; but that will not constitute him a 
realist. But if he thinks that, whether the word “hard” itself be real or not, the property, 
the character, the predicate, hardness, is not invented by men, as the word is, but is really 
and truly in the hard things and is one in them all, as a description of habit, disposition, 
or behavior, then he is a realist.

Thus the question was whether all objective properties, laws of nature, and predi-
cates of more than an actually existent subject — all that exists in thought not as a sub-
jective state but as its publically com mun i ca ble content — are, without exception, mere 
figments or not?

Despite the complexity of the terrain, then, we can yet perhaps put our finger on 
(catch the irony here) the “essence of nominalism”, and it is this: if the function of con-
cepts in general is to present something beyond the subjectivity of the knower, the one 
possessing the concepts as qualities of mind, and yet there is nothing “in reality” beyond 
the knower’s subjectivity other than yet other individual subjectivities, substances with 
their inherent accidents interacting but not interrelated over and above their subjec-
tivity and beyond their contact in the passing interactions — in a word, if there are 
no relations that are intersubjective but only relations as mind-dependent comparisons 

75 Peirce 1909: CP 1.27; the citation preceding the superscript is from the text, and extract following 
is from the note on page 9 of CP 1.

76 The text is corrupt at this point, reading as follows: “Quod natum optum est praedicari de 
pluribus”; for which I substitute from CP 2.367 (1901) “quod aptum natum est praedicari de pluribus”, 
and translate accordingly.



326 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

between what our concepts represent,77 then the very connection between our con-
cepts and the things we suppose our concepts to be “of” has been severed; without 
relations in the ontological sense identified by Aquinas after Boethius and later to be 
seized upon by Poinsot as singular in transcending the divide between ens reale and ens 
rationis so as to make possible the action of signs in opposing subjectivity to objectivity 
while including within objectivity something of the very subjectivity of things and of the 
intersubjectivities consequent upon the interactions among things while yet preserving 
the irreducibility of objects to things by reason of the distinction in principle between 
objects as necessarily terminating relations provenated by psychological states (cathectic 
as well as cognitive, keep in mind) as over against things as what can be even apart from 
a given finite awareness quite even when they do happen to enter into such a relation 
as to become subjects objectified — without relations ontological in this sense objects 
cannot be of the very things existing independently of the concepts as presented by the concepts in 
awareness. Objects presented by concepts become one affair; the things mayhap provok-
ing the concepts yet remain quite another matter entirely. The “objective world” exists, 
indeed, but without relations of the ontological character, able to be real under some 
circumstances (even though unreal and so purely objective under other circumstances), 
the “world of things” lies beyond it, unknowable in more than the fact of its existence 
imposed through interactions, but inaccessible to the finite mind locked within its own 
world of objective representations.

If the learned reader sees here an anticipation of the Kantian doctrine of Dingen-
an-sich he or she may have gotten ahead of our story, but will indeed be on the right 
trail.78 The nominalism of Ockham is modern idealism in embryonic form.79 But the 
incoherence of Nominalism with any supposition that concepts present something that 
is in itself and beyond the subjectivity of the one forming the concepts passed unnoticed 
by Ockham himself, as by Fonseca before him (and Locke with Descartes after him).

Ockham’s Problem with a Doctrine of Signs: There Are No “Generals”
Even without going further into the details of the matter, you can see that, from the 

point of view of the doctrine of signs, we are going to have problems with Ockham. For 
a sign con sists in a triadic relation over and above the three individual terms it connects. 
But, for Ockham, there are no relations over and above the individuals that exist. The 
mind may make such connections, just as the mind could make up the Fountain of Youth 
and the Philosopher’s Stone. The mind can do many things.

77 In his Disputed Questions on the Power of God (c.1265–1266), q. 7. art. 9c, Aquinas had pointed 
out that relation in the order of ens reale is “the most debilitated of the ways of being” — “relatio est 
debilioris esse inter omnia praedicamenta” (ens minimum, as he had put it c.1254/6: In I Sent. d. 26 
q. 2 art. 2c); so much so that many have been led to classify them as pure mind-dependent beings: 
“ideo putaverunt quidam eam esse ex secundis intellectibus”. In hindsight, we can see in these remarks 
of 1265/66 an anticipation of the views of William of Ockham and the “tidal wave of nominalism” 
(Peirce 1903a: CP 1.19; cf. Maritain 1959: 1) that would sweep scholasticism into the oblivion of 
modern philosophy.

78 See the full analysis in Deely 2001: Chap. 13, section on “Immanuel Kant: the synthesis of 
Rationalism and Empiricism”, 553– 572, esp. “Removing scandal from philosophy: the ‘only possible 
proof’ of an external reality”, 559–565, notably 562–563 on the manner in which Kant has made 
objects suprasubjective but only mind-dependently because only as terminus of mind-dependent 
relations (there being no other kind of relation, i.e., no relations as such at all possible in the order of 
ens reale).

79 See esp. Deely 2008: 83, 98, and passim.
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This is a problem for semiotics, because, remember, we are seeking to explain or 
ground Augustine’s general notion of sign. But now it turns out that there is nothing to 
ground. The word signum, like any other term beyond a proper name like Julius Caesar, 
names primarily a mental construct. But the original question was how can the sign so 
exist as to be indifferent to the distinction between ens reale and ens rationis.

Perhaps we had the question wrong. Ockham would so claim. There is no being 
proper to signs in general. There are only particular signs, tokens without an authentic, 
a “real”, type. Some of these individual signs are from nature, like smoke. Others are 
from the soul, like concepts or names or groans. But as to what they signify, that is, as 
to the connection between the individual thing we call a natural sign and the individual 
thing we call a conventional sign, that connection is always from the mind, most espe-
cially if Bacon was indeed right in pointing out that sign relations are always distinct 
from causal relations.80

“The Only Difficulty There Is In Understanding Ockham”
Perhaps you can see from this challenge to the basic question why Gilson would 

say81 — I used to think, until quite recently, that he had said this tongue in cheek; but 
I see clearly now that he did not, and why — that “the only difficulty there is in under-
standing Ockham” is his notion of concepts as “natural signs”. For by his teaching as 
a nominalist, the concept is simply an individual characteristic, a subjective state con-
firming its bearer in his or her distinct identity as an individual. It can no more connect 
one individual with another than can any other individual characteristic. The whole 
point of an inherent accident as such is to dis tin guish and individualize, to characterize 
subjectivity. The shape of my nose is not the shape of your nose, unless mayhap we are 
Siamese twins bound at the nose. Of course I may compare your nose’s shape with mine 
or any one else’s, and so make a relation between the two. But that is the work of the mind, 
not something phys ical or real. In reality there is only your nose and my nose, yours 
belonging to you and mine belonging to me.

So too with concepts. You have yours and I have mine. So how do they present 
to us a common object of discourse for understanding, or a common object of per-
ception when we hear the same siren or try to escape the same fire? For that matter 
— and this goes to the heart of Gilson’s point — in the absence of real relations, how 
can one speak about “natural signs” at all? If the nominalist is not to play Anselm’s 
fool by showing that he does not understand what he himself is saying, he will not 
speak about “natural signs” at all. For on nominalist terms the relation constitut ing 
a sign is in every case the same: a mind-dependent being, a construct of the under-
standing without any counterpart as such, actual or even possible, on the side of what 
is signified. Every sign, insofar as it involves suprasubjectivity, let alone a seeming 
intersubjectivity, is and must be, on nominalistic terms, an empty objectivity, so to say 
a “flatus mentis”.

For that matter, furthermore, what do concepts do anyway? It is as if Ockham were 
to announce to you, “I have an idea”. And when you asked “What about?”, he answered, 
“About? It’s not about anything. It’s just an idea.” “Yes”, you say, “I know. But what is it 
an idea of?” “Why does it have to be of or about something?”, is Ockham’s peevish reply; 
“Why can’t it just be an idea? The trouble with you is you don’t appreciate individuality. 
You think everything has to be hooked up with something else, and it doesn’t. An idea 

80 See “The Uniqueness of Sign Relations” above in this Chapter, p. 312.
81 Gilson 1955: 491.
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in your mind is no different than a nose on your face. The only thing it is hooked up 
with is you.”

A Terminological Advance Marred by Conceptual Incoherence
As you may imagine, there is more to be said on the problem around which this 

imaginary dialogue turns. But let us take a break from a conversation that for the mo-
ment seems to be going nowhere in order to consider another of history’s ironies.

Ockham and his fol low ers adopt an understanding of being which ex cludes relations 
other than those fashioned by the mind in making comparisons and, as a further conse-
quence, implies that flatus vocis is an appropriate designation both for sign in general and 
for natural sign in particular insofar as there is an issue concerning the mind’s capacity 
to express in discourse an understanding of anything that is what it is independently of 
our grasp of it beyond a “brute secondness” of individual sensations. But they neither 
develop nor advert to these further consequences. Instead, they adopt the termi nology 
of “natural sign” as a proper label for concepts, and sup plement this adoption within a 
few years by a further twofold proposal. They propose “formal sign” as a new desig na-
tion for concepts as so-called natural signs, and they propose that what Augustine had 
defined as a sign, namely, some sense-perceptible object which leads to an awareness of 
another than itself should be called simply an “instrumental sign”.82

So we are treated to another recurrence of irony in the development of ideas. If it is 
not history’s favorite dish, it is yet served up so often that the historian with no taste for 
it will have a hard time digesting the doctrine of signs as a theme that, as much or more 
than any single other, totalizes the indigenous development of the Latin Age. When 
we are told that with Ockham the concept of sign becomes central to the treatment of 
logic83 and that it is after him that a distinction of modes of representation becomes 
integrated into the understanding of signification itself,84 it is not obvious on the surface 
of the development that all this has taken place within a further determination of the 
speculative context of philosophical thought that makes the existence of sign in general 
a flatus vocis.

What is said by the followers of Ockham, and what they are themselves focused 
upon, brings at first blush a new clarity to many issues in the discussion; but the new 
clarity comes at a hidden price. The clarity of the central focus leaves disguised and  

82 The choice of “instrumental” to designate signs as defined by Augustine is particularly obscure. 
Indeed, even the choice of “formal” for the characterization of (cognitive) psychological states as 
“signs” receives little clarification — at least as presented in the present work — before Fonseca (see, 
e.g., p. 347ff. below). Why was this term “instrumental” chosen for the sign which begins its existence 
in the role of an object or quality accessible to sense? From what context was the denomination taken? 
Contrasted to what? Though I have several colleagues who profess (intuitively) to know, they are 
unable to convince me. I do not know. Another subject in need of some doctoral dissertations. We 
can at least note that the idea of “instrumentality” in the Latin context was much richer than the 
mechanical overtones the term would receive in modern times, when the notion of causality came to 
be more or less restrictively identified with what Aristotle had identified as the “agent” or “efficient” 
cause. The instrumental sign is hardly that!

83 Meier-Oeser 1997: 114.
84 Ibid. 119. The basic distinction in modes of representation as bearing on the doctrina signorum 

development proves to be that between self-representation constitutive of the being of objects as such 
and other-representation constitutive of the being of signs whether “inside the mind” (so-called formal 
signs) or “outside the mind” (material objects which besides representing themselves in awareness also 
represent something other than themselves): see the opening paragraphs of Poinsot 1632a: Book I, 
Question 1, e.g., 118/32–119/9, etc.
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hidden at the periphery the fundamental denial implied in the central doctrine constitu-
tive of nominalism as a distinct philosophical school or position, namely (in the particu-
lar case): the denial of the possibility of there being a unified subject matter for semiotic 
inquiry, of there being a mode of being which is verified — here as formal, there as 
instrumental, now as natural, then as conventional, in this instance intentional, in that 
instance unin tended, and so on; a mode of being essential to the sign in the sense that all 
signs partake of it, even in the differences which make of them this or that variety from 
the point of view of the circumstances of the action of signs and of the classification of 
signs that it is possible to make.

The new terminology distinguishing “instrumental” from “formal” signs has the 
appearance of advancing the traditional criticisms offered earlier by Aquinas and Scotus 
in discussion of Augus tine’s definition, by fixing it in a clear and simple terminol ogy.

Thus, the sign as proposed by Augustine was one thing — a general mode of being 
whose particular instances as such are verified equally and indifferently in nature and 
in culture. But the sign as defined by Augustine was something much more restricted — 
anything which, on being perceived by sense, brings into awareness something other 
than itself.

This restrictive formula — Augustine’s definition is now said to apply only to a par-
ticular class of signs, called now “instrumental”. But the concept expressed in this re-
stricted definition is deemed too narrow in view of the fact that it excludes “entities” (or 
aspects of entities), namely, psychologi cal states, which perform the essential or “mini-
mal” sign function of bringing along with themselves an awareness of something other 
than themselves, yet without being themselves objects perceived through external sense. 
These latter “mental states” as fulfilling the minimal sign function are not instrumental 
signs, clearly. To them Augustine’s specific definition, in contrast to his generic pro-
posal, does not apply. Let us then call the psychological states which make present in 
awareness what they themselves are not “formal signs”, in contrast to “instrumental”: 
interior in contrast to exterior signs. Thus we apparently preserve the general notion 
while remedying the too narrow definition.

Now as a matter of fact, the earlier criticisms which had made the point of the 
instrumental/formal distinction without terminologically marking the point, had been 
formulated in the writings of Aquinas and Scotus, and even Bacon, in order to advance a 
noetic perspective incompatible with nominalism, namely, the perspective of scholastic 
realism counting relation as one among the irreducible modes of ens reale. But the nomi-
nalists now (with seeming innocence85), by not coupl ing their new terminology with any 
critique of the general notion of sign implied by their epistemology, while at the same 
time con tin u ing to use the term “sign” “as if” it were a common desig na tion, succeeded 
to mask both from themselves and from their opponents the conceptual equivocations 
upon which their terminology depends.

How Politics Lent to Nominalism a Factitious Following
There is a further complication of issues around the work of Ockham and the sub-

sequent major devel op  ment of nominalism. Much larger and more im med iate than the 
discussion of signs at the time is the whole series of questions constituting the “con cil iar 
con troversy”, the controversy which erupted in consequence of a head-on clash be-
tween the highest civil and the highest ecclesiastical authority of medieval Christendom. 

85 For they seemed to have neither intention nor realization of the intellectual sleight-of-hand in 
which they were engaged.
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This particular clash arose between Louis of Bavaria (1282–1347) and Pope John XXII 
(r.1316–1334). First John tried to assert his authority over the question of who could 
or should be Holy Rom an Emperor. Then Louis tried to assert his authority over the 
question of who could or should be Pope. The role of a General Church Council in the 
resolution of this clash was the prin cipal “theoretical” issue which absorbed and focused 
Ockham’s intel lec tual energies and those of his most important followers. In this titanic 
struggle the questions over formal and in stru mental signs were assuredly of a quite 
secondary or even tertiary concern, narrowly focused and narrowly pursued, it seems, 
within the context of classroom logic.

Probably it would not be too much to say that the various circumstances of his life 
which led Ock ham to become entangled in a thicket of concerns pertaining much more 
to theological and practical than to speculative thought within philosophy, and to enter 
into a bog of practical, political, and theological machinations where life and liberty 
were at stake, proved over whelm ing. Perhaps it is no more than a small wonder that the 
incoherence of nominalism with the idea that the function of concepts is to present what 
they themselves are not in aware ness passed unnoticed as a small detail in nominalist 
writings overall.

Whatever the reasons, finally, it remains that the inexplicability of the fact that 
concepts can not be with out making us aware of something besides themselves unless 
relations be admitted as suprasubjective modes of physical being (that is, as modes that 
need not be themselves objectified in order to be) is not something that caught the 
notice of the Ockhamites, any more than did the dependence of the prior possibility of 
communication of any sort upon the further reality of relations as possibly intersubjec-
tive.86 Passing in silence over the question of the legitimacy of Augus tine’s posit of sign 
as a general mode of being, the Ockham ites simply resume with a renewed fierceness 
the earlier criticism of Augustine’s definition of sign as restricted to sensible objects and 
not applying to ideas, and fix the point of the criticism in the adoption of a new termi-
nol ogy. So it comes about that, shortly after Ockham, we find the Latins distin guish ing 
between instrumental signs, to which Augustine’s classical definition of sign applies, and 
formal signs, to which Augustine’s defi ni tion does not apply because they are not sensible 
objects before being and in order to be signs. Formal signs are the concepts or ideas 
within the mind. Instru men tal signs are sensible objects insofar as they signify some-
thing other than themselves.

The grounds for some such distinction are quite clear independently of nominalism. 
Insofar as the terminology can be regarded as fixing the criticisms of Augustine already 
found in Aqui nas, Bacon, and Scotus, the distinction in question can be regarded as a 
terminological advance, and so the scholastic rea lists generally tried to inter pret it.

But the irony is that, on nominalist grounds, this distinction does not fix the earlier criti-
cisms as sup er fic ially appears, but belongs to another line of thought entirely. In the 
nominal ist line, the proposed terminology should not be regarded as a distinction be-
tween two types of sign at all, but rather as a dis tinc tion between one group of realities, 
so-called instru ment al signs, the signs of Augustine’s original definition, and another 
group of realities, so-called formal signs, which (if instrumen tal signs are signs) are not 
really signs at all, let alone “natural signs”. The inner logic of their own position does 
not immediately appear to the nominal ists. The as pect of an apparent terminological 

86 What we will see is the singularity of relation as the only mode of being indifferent in its positive 
and proper character to the circumstances which determine its existence to be that of an ens reale or an 
ens rationis.
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advance in the traditional discussion is what first catches all eyes. Only gradually, as we 
will see in Chapter 10, do subsequent thinkers (beginning with Fonseca87) making use 
of the new terminology come to realize that the seeming distinction may be rather an 
equivocation, a use of one word, “sign”, with two completely different meanings. For 
formal and instrumental signs can be two species of the genus signum only if there is 
such a thing as sign in general. And pre cisely this possibility is what nominalism impli-
catively denies. Hence the title of our previous section introducing the new vocabulary: 
a termi no log ical advance marred by a conceptual incoherence.

We began the story of the Latin Age with Augustine, and we saw that his proposal 
of sign in general con stituted a primary speculative initiative distinguishing the Latin 
Age from anything to be found in the Age of Greek philosophy. Indeed, the treatment of 
Augustine’s proposal in the hands of later Latin thinkers has provided one of the princi-
pal paths in our story of the indige nous development of the Latin Age up to this point. 
But now we are led to consider that Augus tine’s ignorance of Greek may have been the 
occasion simply for a major Latin blunder. A path that up to this point had seemed to 
lead us along a fairly straightforward develop ment of scholastic realism now suddenly 
takes a sharp turn into the thicket of late medieval nominal ism, where the dominant is-
sues, moreover, have little to do with anything like a disinterested pursuit of speculative 
truth sought for its own sake within philoso phy. Moreover, if we consider the social and 
political side of Ockham’s thought, we find so much that is sympathetic to modern times 
that we gain a strong inkling of why modern historians of philosophy have generally 
tended to end the serious treatment of the Latin Age with the study of Ockham.

But the fact of the organic development of a foundation for a unified doctrine of 
signs — semiotics in the very sense postmodernity will begin by resuming — belies the 
common teaching that the noetic and ontological development of the Latin Age fol-
lowed a path that ends in the nominalist thicket. Only the fact that historians of philoso-
phy have not had the tracing out of this path after Augustine as a principal interest (or 
even an element of their consciousness overall) has allowed this organic development as 
it moves beyond the nominalist thicket to remain hidden in the modern telling of the 
story of philosophy’s history. There is no avoiding the thicket in any reasonably com-
plete history of philosophy in the Latin Age. But neither is there any real justification for 
ending the story there. On the contrary, the most fundamental issues of ontology and 
noetic are at stake in the discussion of Augustine’s proposal of sign as a general notion, 
and once this discussion has been engaged, we find that the path of the Latin develop-
ment not only leads into the thicket but also continues beyond it.

Indeed, once we trace the path of signs through the thicket as best we can, we find 
that it emerges all the more clearly on the other side, and leads to a decisive 17th century 
culmination of the Latin Age as a protosemiotic development in the laying of the foun-
dation for a development of semiotics proper with the establishment of a unified subject 
matter constituting the doctrine of signs as a veritable cenoscopic science in its own 
right providing the framework indeed for all other science, including the ideoscopic 
development that will characterize modernity. In the prev i ously neglected Treatise on 
Signs published in 1632 by John Poinsot (1589–1644), we not only find a theoret ical 
justification for what Augustine had posited, but we find also a definitive rejection of the 
idea that signs can be identified with any particular class of entities, sensible or not. We 
find also that this Tractatus of Poinsot does not appear out of no where, like an aureole 
fallen from the skies. It takes form rather as a critique and summa tion of the indigenous 

87 See esp. “Again the Ghost of Nominalism” in Chapter 10, p. 349ff.
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Latin discussions of signum after Augustine, including the nominalist turn those discus-
sions take in and beyond the thicket.

We will see that the path of the sign leads us through writings of authors in the last 
two Latin cen turies that have been all but neglected by every major modern historian 
of philosophy, quite omitted from the history of philosophy’s “standard picture” of 20th 
century’s end. We will see also that these neglect ed writings are essential to understand-
ing the Latin Age as an organic whole in the actual history of philosophy, espec ial ly in-
sofar as the Latin Age derives anything of its indigenous character vis-à-vis the heritage 
of ancient Greek thought from the speculative initiatives of Augustine. And we have 
already seen that the notion of sign must be counted as one of the most influential and 
funda men tal of Augustine’s initiatives that have shaped the Lat in development in phi-
losophy. But to get beyond the thick et we must first negotiate it. Let us take the plunge, 
if only for the sake of reaching the other side.

The Thicket (i.1349–1529ad)
I have already suggested that part of the reason for the thicket along the path of 

speculative thought in the area of noetics  and semiotics at this point in Latin history 
lies in the fact that there was at this period a considerably larger and denser thicket of 
conflicting interests that grew up along the way of practical thought within Ockham’s 
lifetime, draining much of the energies from speculative development. The events con-
stituting this larger thick et over-all are more germane to the history of theology than 
to the philosophical development that principally interests us, inasmuch as they feed 
directly into the circumstances which would germinate the “protestant revolt” from 
papal authority within Latin Christendom. Yet indirectly, these events created at the 
same time a climate within which speculative interests that might well not have flour-
ished on their own merits were able to “piggy-back”, as it were, on political interests to 
gain a footing and acceptance that would significantly affect the currents of mainstream 
philosophical development over the three-and-a-half or so centuries remaining to the 
Latin Age.

As an aid in under stand ing how nom i nal ism achieved a significant popularity in 
spite of its speculative weak ness es, accordingly, and as a concrete il lu stra tion of how po-
litical events and personalities can influence the soci o logical success of theories within 
any science relatively independently of their speculative mer its, the thick et within which 
Ockham’s nominalist theories take root is one of the more fascinating of the many his-
tor i cal diversions in the long story of philosophy; the side aspect of some logical termi-
nology bearing on sem io tics which arises under the cover, as it were, of this thicket, far 
from being marginal, will prove central to our tale.

A Thicket within the Thicket, 1309–1417: the Papacy, First at Avignon and Then in Schism
1328 was a fateful year in Ockham’s life. He was already 43, and a fugitive from papal 

power when, in that year, Sciarra Colonna placed on the head of Louis of Bavaria the im-
perial crown of the Holy Roman Empire. Few acts better symbolized how effectively the 
long Vatican effort directly to subordinate the civil Euro pean powers to papal authority 
had come to an ignominious end with the flight of Pope Clement V nineteen years ear-
lier from Rome to Avignon to gain the protection of the King of Naples from the King 
of France on one hand and from the Roman populace on the other. It was Ockham’s 
peripheral role in the cataclysmic events of this so-called Avignon papacy or “Babylonian 
Captivity” of the popes that mainly brought him to the center stage of Latin thought in 
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the 14th century. His writings have managed to hold much of the historical limelight long 
after the initial reasons for the attention paid to them have vanished.

When, in that same year, 1328, Ockham visited Louis in Pisa offering to exchange 
the defense of his pen against the theory of papal supremacy in exchange for the defense 
of Louis’s sword against any authorities seeking to return Ockham to the papal prison 
for trial of heresy, Louis accepted the exchange with delight. Whether the trade of the 
wine of Paris for the beer of Mun ich was a good one, we know at least that, from then 
until his death, Ockham never dared to venture beyond the sphere of imperial protec-
tion, not even during the two years by which he outlived Louis.

The drama of the Avignon papacy had begun when Ockham was twenty-four years 
of age, with the flight of Clement V from Rome in 1309. Ockham’s championing of the 
conciliar move ment — the claim that gene ral councils should be regarded as superior to 
popes — lent great popularity to the whole of his work. Par tic u lar ly popular, as you may 
imagine, was Ockham’s argument that expression of opinion should be everywhere free, 
short of the spreading of delib e rate falsehood. Ockham’s view on this point anticipated 
and in part suggested my use of “Dr. Jekyll” as a metaphor for the rise of modern sci-
ence and academic freedom in the modern centuries succeeding the Latin Age.88 But his 
nominalistic epis temology anticipated rather the pathological “Mr. Hyde” as metaphor 
for the solipsistic “Way of Ideas” down which the modern philosophers turned.89 And 
it was the aspect of Ock ham’s writing called the via nominalia, presciently called the via 
moderna at Oxford, that took root with many contemporary teachers of logic among 
whom the formal/in strumental sign distinction came to be circulated.

We enter here upon a tangled tale indeed. Even though it is but a sidelight or back-
drop to our principal inves ti ga tion, it might be well to mark the principal trees of this 
particular forest for the reader’s ease of passage. It will not be a question of losing sight 
of the forest for the trees, but rather of marking those trees which most basically consti-
tuted the particular forest in question. In our discussion of this so-called “papal schism”, 
p. 337, will be found a summary table exhibiting the competing lines.

The Papacy at Avignon, 1309–1377
To appreciate the sociological power of the events in which the work of Ockham 

had come to be caught up and placed near the center, let us backtrack a little in our 
historical diversion. The quarrel of Louis of Bavaria was with the same pope who con-
sidered Ockham a heretic, Pope John XXII. The beginning of that quarrel dated back 
only to around 1314, when one group of electors had chosen Louis of Bavaria to be 
Ger man king and Roman emperor, another group had chosen for Roman Emperor 
Frederick of Austria, and the future Pope John XXII tried to reserve choice between the 
two to the papacy. Louis and Frederick preferred to settle the matter by war, and Louis 
won in 1322, thereupon considering himself to be the (Holy) Roman Emperor. Now 
Pope John XXII ordered that he renounce this title until and unless he, the pope, should 
confer it. When Louis refused, John XXII issued a bull of excommunication in 1324, 
and interdicted any region from recognizing Louis as their king (let alone emperor!). 
But Germany by this time considered John XXII to be an ally of France, and so stood by 
Louis in his title of both German king and Roman emperor.

These emperors had customarily been crowned in Rome, something that Lou-
is did not achieve until six years after his excommunication, and then, as we have  

88 See Deely 2001: Chap. 13.
89 See Deely 2008.
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mentioned, only at the hands of a Roman nobleman, Sciarra Colonna, not at the hands 
or by the consent of the absent Pope John XXII. In fact, Sciarra Colonna himself, 
along with his whole family, had their own quarrel with the papacy. The Colonna 
quarrel went back con sid er ably farther than that of Louis with John XXII, and may 
be said to be part of the root of the whole affair of the papal “Babylonian Captivity” 
at Avignon. The Colonna quarrel had reached dramatic proportions in 1297, when 
Pope Boni face VIII (r.1294–1303) deposed and excommunicated Cardinal Pietro Col-
onna and Cardinal Jacopo Colonna, and the two had responded by issuing a manifesto 
placed on the altar of St. Peter’s appealing from the Pope to a General Church Council. 
At the same time they allied themselves with King Philip IV of France against the pope 
and against his supremacy in civil affairs. Not until a member of the Colonna family 
would be crowned Pope Martin V toward the end of 1417 would this deeper and more 
encompassing quarrel be well and truly ended, as we will see. But we must not get 
ahead of the story.

In December of 1301, Pope Boniface issued a bull against King Philip of France 
which tells the story in its very title: Ausculta fili (“Listen, Son”). The bull provoked the 
French king in turn to summon, in April of 1302, the first States-General in French his-
tory, in which all three “estates” or classes — nobles, clergy, and commons — supported 
the temporal power of the king against the pope. In October the pope convened a coun-
cil at Rome, which issued the bull Unam Sanctam,90 concluding that, in all things: “We 
declare and define and pronounce that it is necessary for salvation that all men should 
be subject to the Roman pontiff”.

King Philip replied through the convening of two assemblies, one in March and 
one in June of 1303, which called for the deposition of Boniface from the papacy by a 
General Church Coun cil. Boniface declared in reply that only a pope could call such a 
council. He then proceeded to prepare a decree of excom mun i ca tion against Philip and 
an interdict upon France as long as it should continue to accept Philip as king.

But before the Pope could issue the decree and interdict, a band of some two thou-
sand mercenaries, led by Sci arra Colonna and William Nogaret, invaded the papal pal-
ace at Anagni and sequestered the pope, demanding (27 Sep tember 1303) that he resign. 
There is even a story, credited as “of considerable trustworthiness” by Gui zot,91 that 
Sciarra struck the pope in the face and wanted to kill him when Boniface persistently 
re fused to resign.

After three days of this abusive captivity, in any event, the people of Anagni, led by 
the Orsini clan, freed the pope from his captors and restored him to the Vatican. There 
he died on October 11, at the age of 75. Boniface’s successor took the name of Benedict 
XI (r.1303–1304). He excommunicated Sciarra Colonna along with others involved in 
the outrage against Boniface, and was dead within a month, apparently of poisoning by 
Ghibellines, another Italian faction.

King Philip of France supported for election as Benedict XI’s successor the Arch-
bishop of Bordeaux, Ber trand de Got, and de Got was in fact elected pope on June 
5th of the following year, 1305, taking the name Pope Clement V. Notwith standing 
the support Philip had given him for his election, the new pope sought safety alike 
from Philip and from the Roman families by physically moving the pap acy from 
Rome to a territory protected by the King of Naples. The territory was Avignon. 

90 For a full text of Unam Sanctam in English trans. see Thatcher and McNeal 1905: 314–317.
91 Guizot 1869: I, 479.
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The pope was Clement V (r.1305–1314), who thus became the first of six, later eight, 
Avignon popes.92

In his 1309 move from Rome to Avignon, Clement hardly suspected that he was 
laying the ground work both for the greatest crisis in the leadership of the Church itself 
and for the catapulting onto the center stage of European attention the thought of a 
Franciscan friar which, on the spec u lative merits of his epistemological theories alone, 
might otherwise have fallen shortly into oblivion. But that twofold consequence was 
exactly what history held in store for the Latins.

When Clement died in 1314, the electoral conclave convened to choose his succes-
sor was disrupted by a mob which burnt down the building in which the conclave was 
being held and called for the death of all Italian cardinals, who understandably scattered. 
A subsequent conclave, convened at Lyons under the protection of French troops, even-
tually (in 1316) elected John XXII to succeed Clement.

The new pope was a man of severe discipline in public affairs and ascetic austerity in 
private life. His intellectual eye had been caught by Ockham’s application of nominalism 
to theology. He summoned Ockham to the papal court to be tried for “abomin able her-
esies”, and there we find Ockham in 1328, imprisoned or threatened with imprisonment 
at Avignon with two Franciscan com panions. The three escaped and sought the protec-
tion of Louis of Bavaria, king of Germany and Holy Roman Emperor, as we have seen.

There was another motive worth mentioning which would have inclined the fugitive 
Francis can friars to seek the protection of Louis. In 1323, one year before Pope John 
XXII had excom mun icated Louis of Bavaria, John XXII had officially intervened in the 
famous Franciscan controversy of the time over the poverty of Christ by issuing the bull 
Cum inter nonnulla, which brand ed as heresy the view that Christ and the Apostles had re-
fused to own property. The condemned view was one championed by many Franciscans 
as part of their special dedication to poverty. These proponents of “the poverty of Christ” 
had already flocked to the support of Louis against the Pope. Buoyed by such support 
among others, Louis had responded to his excommunication by himself issuing in 1324 a 
call for a General Council to try for heresy this man “John XXII, who calls himself pope”.

Marsilius of Padua (c.1290–1343) and John of Jandun (c.1275–1328) showed up in 
Louis’ court to lend their support to him against the pope. These were two famous Uni-
versity of Paris professors who had author ed a book entitled Defensor Pacis, “Defender 
of the Peace”. This work argued that a General Council of the Church should be sum-
moned by the Emperor rather than the Pope,93 and that the election of a Pope should 
be subject to the Emperor’s consent, rather than the other way around. This was the 
context in which Louis began, in 1327, his march to Rome for an imperial coronation. 

92 The line of Avignon popes traces as follows: Clement V (regnat 1305–1314); John XXII (r. 1316–
1334); Benedict XII (r. 1342–1352); Innocent VI (r. 1352–1362); Urban V (r. 1362–1370), who made 
an effort to return the papacy to Rome in October of 1367, but resettled it at Avignon in September 
of 1370; and Gregory XI (r. 1370–1378), who returned the papacy to Rome in November of 1377 and 
there died in March of 1378. Once the “great papal schism” opened in the very year of Gregory XI’s 
death, a “second Avignon line” began with the pope, or antipope, Clement VII, succeeded in 1409 
by Benedict XIII. But with the end of the papacy, or antipapacy, of Benedict XIII, whether by the 
deposition decreed by the Council of Constance in 1415 (which Benedict rejected) or by his death in 
1421 (which he had to accept), no more popes chose Avignon for their principal residence.

93 So it had been in the beginning under Constantine as Roman Emperor, recall from Chapter 2 
(esp. the Sections “Onset of the Latin Age” and “Role of Mythology”), and well before the forgery of 
papal “Decretals” asserted their counter-factual otherwise as was placed on the altar for sessions of the 
Council of Trent.
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He arrived on January 7, 1328, and on the 17th, to the acclaim of the populace, Sciarra 
Colonna (d.1329) placed the Im perial Crown on Louis’s head.

Pope John XXII responded from Avignon by proclaiming a crusade against Louis. 
Louis issued in reply an Imperial edict deposing the pope, and he convened a commit-
tee of Roman clergy and laity that, on May 12, 1328, named Peter of Corvara as Pope 
Nicholas V.94 This Anti pope was but a shadow of the “papal schism” shortly to come. 
Within two years this Nicholas renounced his claim and was led, begging for pardon, 
before John XXII. John granted him pardon but put him in prison for the rest of his life. 
No doubt a similar fate awaited Ockham when, in that same year, 1328, he became for 
the emperor a hired gun in theological matters in exchange for the emperor’s protection 
in ecclesiastical and civil affairs.

Thus, by the time of Ockham’s death at mid-century, Christian thinkers of the late 
14th and early 15th centuries found their attention demanded by a complex of the great-
est practical prob lems threatening the very existence of the Christian Lebenswelt. The 
death of Gregory XI in March of 1378, shortly after he had restored the papacy to 
Rome, brought the practical diversion to its climax, but only to precipitate another 
crisis, which would end in 1417 with the election by the Council of Constance of a 
Colonna to be Pope Martin V. In this council, which opened on 5 November 1414, 
and successfully resolved the Great Schism of competing popes on 17 November 1417, 
a leading role was played by one of the greatest of Ockham’s followers, Pierre d’Ailly 
(Petrus de Aliaco, 1350–1420), church man and “Eagle of France”.

So when we discern later, in the shadows of our thicket, the figure of Pierre d’Ailly 
taking a hand in shap ing the terminology for the distinction between formal and in-
strumental signs,95 it will be well under stood that this was at the time hardly the central 
feature or principal focus of his atten tions. The thicket is not only episte mo logical and 
semiotic, but ecclesiastical, civil, and sectarian as well. The return of the papacy from 
Avignon to Rome in 1378, instead of restoring peace and order to affairs ecclesiastical 
and theological, soon precipitated instead the so-called “great papal schism” which be-
came the great preoccupation of d’Ailly and indeed of the period.

The Papacy in Schism, 1378–1417
On the death of Gregory XI, a small Roman conclave, terrorized by a mob of Ro-

mans surrounding the Vatican and threatening to kill all non-Italian cardinals if an Ital-
ian, preferably a Roman, were not elected Pope, voted (on April 8) fifteen to one to 
place Bartolommeo Prignano, Archbishop of Bari, on the pap al throne. Prignano took 
the name of Urban VI.

French cardinals gathered in Anagni, and on 9 August of that year, 1378, declared 
the election of Urban invalid. Even the Italian cardinals joined them, and on September 
20, the entire College of Cardinals proclaimed Robert of Geneva to be the true pope. 
This Robert took the name of Clement VII and residence at Avignon, while Urban VI 
remained resident at Rome.

St. Catherine of Sienna (1347–1380), the Dominican nun who had fought so hard 
to end the “Babylonian Captivity”, as she had called the Avignon papacy, sided with 

94 This temporary pope, or antipope, Pietro Rainalducci from Corvara, is not to be confused with 
the slightly later Tommaso Pa ren tucelli (1357–1455), who would reign from 1447 to 1455 as Pope 
Nicholas V, a papacy glorious forever by reason of having the vision and applying the means to found 
the Vatican Library.

95 See p. 342 below.
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The Thicket within a Thicket: 
Table Exhibiting the “Papal Schism”

Popes at Rome Popes at Avignon Popes Established by 
Councils

1309 Clement V moves papal 
court from ‘Rome to 
Avignon

1316 John XXII

1342 Benedict XII

1352 Innocent VI

1362 Urban V

1370 Gregory XI

1378 Gregory XI 
moves his court 
to Rome, dies, 
Urban VI, elected

1378 cardinals reconvene in 
Anagni, declare Urban’s 
election invalid, elect as 
pope Clement VII, who 
sets up his court at Avignon

1389 Boniface IX suc-
ceeds Urban VI

1394 Benedict XIII

1404 Innocent VII

1406 Gregory XII

1409 cardinals convene 
Council of Pisa, elect 
Alexander V (dies 1410)

1410 John XXIII elected

1414 John XXIII convenes 
Council of Constance

1415 Gregory XII 
offers Council 
of Con stance his 
resignation in 
exchange for the 
Council’s accept-
ing to be first 
reconvened under 
his authority

1415 Council deposes John 
XXIII, accepts author-
ity and resignation of 
Gregory XII

1417 Martin V resumes 
the tradition of 
a Roman papal 
court

1417 Benedict XIII denies the 
authority of the Council 
and continues to assert 
his papal title, but retreats 
to the safety of his family 
stronghold in Valencia

1417 Council of Constance 
deposes Benedict XIII 
and elects Martin V

1423 Benedict XIII dies without 
a successor
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Prignano as Urban VI against Robert as Clement VII. Robert she called a Judas. St. Vin-
cent Ferrer (1350–1419), a Dominican friar, sided with Clement VII, and called Urban 
VI a Judas for not stepping aside. From the vantage of a secular historian, Gibbon wryly 
notes:96 “It is singular, or rather it is not singular, that saints, visions, and miracles should 
be common to both parties.”

We have not space or motive to follow all the details of this “great papal schism”, 
which lasted the thirty-nine years from 1378 to 1417 (or 1423, which was when the last 
claimant to the Avignon papal line died without issue). But its main outline as pertinent 
to our story may usefully be sketched. On the Roman side, there were, including Urban 
VI, a suc ces sion of four popes involved in this schism. Urban VI was succeeded in 1389 
by Boniface IX; Boniface in 1404 by Innocent VII; Innocent in 1406 by Gregory XII, 
whose papacy survived in his own mind until his death in 1423. On what we may call 
the “second Avignon side”, there was a succession of only two popes: Clement VII was 
succeeded in 1394 by Benedict XIII. To fill out the picture, we need to mention a third 
line of popes (or second line of antipopes) launched by the Council of Pisa, convened in 
1409 by a bipartisan group of cardinals renegade from the then two competing popes, 
Roman Pope Gregory XII and Avignon Pope Benedict XIII. These bipartisan cardinals 
created first Pope Alexander V (r.1409–1410), and then Pope John XXIII (r.1410–1414). 
This last antipope convened the Council of Constance in 1414, which was reconvened 
in 1415 by Roman Pope Gregory XII. It was this council that first deposed John XXIII, 
accepted the resignation of Gregory XII, deposed Benedict XIII, and elected Martin V 
in conclusion.

The ideas of William of Ockham and Marsilius of Padua that a general council 
should choose and govern the pope were applied to the competing papacies of Roman 
Pope Urban VI (r.1378–1389) and Avignon Pope Clement VII (r.1378–1394) in a book 
titled Concilium Pacis, published in 1381 by Heinrich von Langenstein (c.1325–1397), 
a German theologian on the faculty of the University of Paris. This book became a 
focus of pressure on the com peting popes to resolve an intolerable situation. Gregory 
XII invited Benedict XIII to a conference. Benedict offered to resign if Gregory would 
resign. Gregory refused. Cardinals who abandoned Benedict joined with cardinals who 
abandoned Gregory to call the Council of Pisa, which opened on March 25, 1409. This 
council summoned both Benedict and Gregory to appear. Both refused. The council 
declared them deposed, and named the Cardinal of Milan as Pope Alexander V, with 
instruc tions to the new pope to call another General Council by May of 1412.

But, since Pope Gregory XII and Pope Benedict XIII refused to recognize the 
Council of Pisa, Pope Alexander V became not the new pope but the third concurrent 
pope. When he died the following year (1410), his cardinals elected Baldassare Cossa 
(1350–1416), who had been Papal Vicar of Bologna under Boniface IX (r. 1389–1404), 
to succeed Alexander V. Cossa took the name of Pope John XXIII.97

Pope (or Antipope) John XXIII convened the Council of Constance on November 
5, 1414. This was to prove the largest Council in Christian history, and the most impor-
tant since Nicea in 325. On April 5 the Council issued its decree, Sacrosancta:98

96 Gibbon 1788b: 296n76.
97 This same name, Pope John XXIII, was taken again in late modern times by Angelo Giuseppe 

Roncalli (1881–1963), when he was elected pope in 1958. This late modern John XXIII convened the 
Second Vatican Council in 1962.

98 English trans. of the decree “Sacrosancta” issued by the Council of Florence in April 1415, cited 
from Ogg 1908: 393.
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This holy synod of Constance, being a general council, and legally assembled in the 
Holy Spirit for the praise of God and for ending the present Schism, and for the union 
and reform of the Church of God in its head and its members ... ordains, declares, and 
decrees as follows: First, it declares that this synod ... represents the Church Militant, 
and has its authority directly from Christ; and everybody, of whatever rank or dignity, 
including also the pope, is bound to obey this council in those things that pertain to the 
faith, to the ending of this Schism, and to a general reform of the Church in its head and 
members. Likewise it declares that if anyone, of whatever rank, condition, or dignity, 
including also the pope, shall refuse to obey the commands, statutes, ordinances, or or-
ders of this holy council, or of any other holy council properly assembled, in regard to 
the ending of the Schism or to the reform of the Church, he shall be subject to proper 
punishment ... and, if necessary, recourse shall be had to other aids of justice.

On May 29 the Council deposed Pope John XXIII. He accepted the decree. Pope 
Gregory XII now made the Council an offer. If the Council would agree to being re-
convened and legit i mated by his authority, he, Pope Gregory XII, would then resign. 
This was agreed and accomplished with the resignation of Gregory XII on July 4, 1415. 
On July 26, 1417, the Council deposed the one remaining of the three popes, Pope 
Benedict XIII. He did not accept the decree, though everyone else did (Pedro de Luna 
died at ninety years of age, six years after the deposition which he rejected, in his family 
stronghold near Valencia, still Pope Benedict XIII in his own mind). On November 17 
the electoral committee of the Council chose Cardinal Oddone Colonna to be pope. 
He took the name of Pope Martin V, and all of Christendom excepting Pedro de Luna 
accepted his reign. See our “summary table” of the schism, page 337 above.

Well does Peirce note99 that “the great outburst of nominalism in the fourteenth 
century ... was connected with politics, the nominalists being generally opposed to the 
excessive powers of the pope and in favor of civil government, a connection that lent to 
the philosophical doctrine a factitious following.”

A Thin Layer of Logic within the Thicket: 
A New Terminology Migrates from Paris to Iberia ...

You can see that, with Ockham, the path of the sign has taken a turn into a thicket 
which is a veritable semiotic jungle. Let us take hold at this point of logic to gain an 
Ariadne’s thread to lead us within this jungle to a point where our path at least becomes 
again clear.

Peirce notes of Ockham100 that he always writes of a mental con cep tion “as a logical 
term, which, instead of existing on paper, or in the voice, is in the mind, but is of the same 
gen eral nature, namely, a sign.” This seems to have been enough to agitate his followers 
at the University of Paris interested in logic to pursue with singular ferocity the critique 
made by Aquinas, Bacon, and Scotus of Augustine’s definition of sign as too narrow.

Recall that in the text of Augustine’s original definition two elements appeared as 
essential. The first was that the genus of sign was a material structure accessible to sense; 
and the second was the differen ti  ative factor of making something other than itself, 
aliquid aliud, come into awareness. Both these elements came under the microscope of 
later medieval analysis, and both were found want ing. But it was the first element in Au-
gustine’s definition, according to which a sign is a sense-accessible structure, as we have 
seen, that was the first to be challenged.

99 In his “Lessons from the History of Philosophy”, 1903a: CP 1.17.
100 Peirce 1871: CP 8.20.
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Already in Aquinas we have seen reservations expressed on this point. Aquinas ex-
plained that Augus tine was speaking only from the point of view of what is true for intel-
ligence pre cisely con sid ered as de pen dent on the senses for its material object, and not 
from the point of view of intelligence as such. From the point of view of intelligence as 
such, neither in the case of God, nor in the case of the angels as pure spirits,101 can we 
say that there is an essential dependence on sense-impression. And even in the case of 
human understand ing, the case of intelligence as species-specifically human, where in-
tellectual concepts do have an extrinsic dependence upon and make essential use of per-
ceptual materials, the intellectual content as giving rise to a relation of understanding 
provides us with an instance of signification that is not directly tied to a sense-accessible 
structure either on the side of the subjectivity of the knower (the concept as a psycho-
logical state) or on the side of the object understood in its intellectual dimension tran-
scendent to perception as such. As we saw, these reservations of Aquinas were repeated 
independently, and more pointedly repeated, both by Bacon and (especially) by Scotus.

Against the background of the powerful clarification and amplification of the se-
miotic status and role of psychological states in the activity of human understanding 
provided in the earlier work of Aquinas, Bacon, and Scotus, what we find still later at 
the University of Paris is a group of profes sors of logic enamored of Ockham who take 
up yet more pungently the earlier established line of criticism. The nominalist logicians 
make no enquiry into the being proper to sign as such. What they do, in the context of 
logic as a kind of discourse analysis, is emphasize that the essential function of the sign 
seems to be fulfilled by the bringing into awareness of an object other than the sign-
vehicle regardless of whether or not the vehicle of that awareness be itself sensed or even 
sensible.

For these later Latins have come to consider the essential function of the sign to be 
transparently realized by development of the “passions of the soul” (pas siones ani mae), 
whether conceptual or emotional. Thus “passions of the soul” as realized in concepts 
(species expressae) amount to the very phenomena that would be, in effect, rediscovered in 
modern times by Franz Brentano (1838–1917) under the desig nation of “inten tional”, 
a term Brentano frankly borrows from the Latin Age in the writing of his 1874 classic, 
Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint. Among the scholastics,102 the terminology of 
“intentionality” was introduced from the translation of the late 12th century Commen-
tary of Averroes on Aristotle’s Treatise on the Soul. Thereafter this terminology came to 
be widely (though not universally) used as a short-hand way of indicating the essential 
relationality — ontological relationality,103 not merely the transcendental relationality 
materially identical with subjectivity, as Brentano turned out to posit104 — of psycho log-
ical phenomena.

101 This is true even if we suspend judgment on the actual existence of angels and consider them as 
pure possibles, which is one of the reasons why Maritain, as we saw above, was motivated to say that 
“he who has never contemplated the possible existence of angels will never be a metaphysician”. For 
the notion of pure spirits or “angels” after Aquinas, i.e., after the demonstration that there could not 
be any other matter than the prime matter of material substances (Collins 1944: Chap. 2. 42–74), see 
esp. Aquinas i.1267/68a and 1271; Poinsot 1643; Collins 1944; and Deely 2004b.

102 See Beuchot 1994; Deely 1975, 2007.
103 “quae omnino ab absoluto ente differat”, as Poinsot pointed out (1632aa: 80/9–10): “ontological 

relativity differs entirely from subjective being”, as always suprasubjective as well as sometimes 
intersubjective, as we are coming to see.

104 Brentano 1874: 91–92: “inner perception ... is really the only perception .... anyone who in 
good faith has taken the phenomena of so-called external perception for what they seem to be 
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The terminology of intentionality was highly de vel oped, however, only in the last 
Latin centuries; and the appropriation of it made by Brentano for modern use proved 
to be only superficially in line with the late Latin idea — more thoroughly developed 
around the terminology of “formal signification” anyway — that thoughts in the mind 
and feelings in the heart make present objects other than themselves as termini of on-
tological relations even when those objects here and now are making no im pres sions on 
external sense — or, in some cases, never did make such impressions directly. (For, in the 
analysis made for the purpose of Brentano’s appropriation, the meaning of the Latin-
derived term “physical” is thoroughly reinterpreted in line with the idealist assumption 
underlying modern empiricism and rationalism alike which reduces signification to self-
representation in the case of mental states, and so makes of the objects of direct experi-
ence wholly constructions of the mind’s activity105 rather than physical phenomena in 
the Latin sense of ens reale).

Nonetheless, whether we look at late Latin noetic developments through the termi-
no log i cal optic of intentionality, or through the then-more-mainstream optic of formal 
signification, a consensus of late Latin authors emerges to the effect that, as the post-
Aquinian medieval Parisians put it, Augus tine was mis tak en when he included in his 
definition of sign “being an external sense-accessible struc ture”; for the essentially on-
tological relational structure consequent upon psychological states manifests the action 
proper to signs as presenting significates other than the vehicles of signification quite 
without the psychological qualities serving as vehicles within the knower being acces-
sible to the knower’s external sense!

Criticizing the First Part of Augustine’s Definition
The Ockhamites incorporated the conclusion of this argument into a discussion 

which they made the basis for a revision of Augustine’s definition. A sign, they said, is 
“anything known that serves to make pres ent in the awareness aliquid aliud” — some-
thing other than itself, regard less of whether that praecog ni tum106 be itself an object of 
sense or not. Signs, accordingly, they concluded, may be divided into two fun damental 
classes. If the sign has for its vehicle a sensible object, i.e., a material structure accessed 
as such by sensation, then it should be called an instrumental sign. But if the sign has for 
its vehicle a psy chological structure which is not out ward ly sensed, but merely felt or 
experi enced inwardly, and, by being so felt or experienced, serves to make present some 
object, then it should be called a formal sign.

No one knows when this exact terminology was proposed. Doyle at one point 
thought he had found the original stipulation in Giles of Rome (1243–1316), and said so 

is being misled .... Therefore, strictly speaking, so-called external perception is not perception. 
Mental phenomena may be described as the only phenomena of which perception in the strict sense 
of the word is possible”; cited and analyzed in the modern context in Deely 1978b (reprinted in 
Cobley ed. 2009: Reading 8, with the subtitle added “The idealist root of Husserl’s phenomenology 
in Brentano”).

105 The reduction of the other-representation of sign action to the self-representation of objectivity 
is the speculative essence in matters epistemological of the transition from the Latin Age to the 
mainstream development of the classical Modern Period from Descartes to Kant, a story that is will 
be told in Chapters 10 of the present work, and more fully in Deely 2001: Chaps. 9, 11, and 12. For 
detailed analysis of the late modern idealist interpretation of the “mental/physical” distinction as it 
bears upon Brentano’s own understanding of his 1874 text, see the Deely 1978b essay referred to in the 
immediately preceding note.

106 I.e., concomitantly known, but with a logical priority. See Chapter 8, note 224, p. 245.
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in print.107 He had based his abduction on the manner in which the Conimbricenses had 
referred to Giles. But even Homer nods. When, having made his announcement, Doyle 
tracked down the Conimbricenses’ remark to Giles’ actual text, he was reminded again 
of Gilson’s adage, “Check your references!”. The Conimbricenses had misled one of the 
best and most careful medievalists of the late 20th century.

The closest we have come so far to tracking the introduction of this terminology is 
in the studies and tex tu al redactions by Ludger Kaczmarek of the work of Petrus de Ali-
aco (1350–1420), usually mentioned in schol  ar ship today under the national language 
version of his name, “Pierre d’Ailly”.108 In d’Ailly’s Destruc ti ones Modorum Significandi 
(secundum viam nominalium), “Destruc ti ons of the Modes of Signify ing (following the 
path of the nominalists)”, from around 1396, we find not signum formale and signum in-
stru men tale, but at least significare formaliter and significare instrumentaliter. Meier-Oeser, 
in the fullest dis cussion of the historical details in this matter yet made,109 thinks that 
the actual terminology in question does not come about till after (and because of) Soto 
(1494–1560), but he cites in particular only Fonseca’s work of 1564 to illustrate the 
point,110 which leaves matters where they stood in 1982.111 So here is matter for probably 
more than one excellent doctoral dissertation in the history of philosophy.

For the moment the best we can say, until more work has been done in the thicket, is 
that somewhere, probably at Paris among the nominalist logicians who felt allegiance to 
Ockham, the argument criticizing the first part of Augustine’s definition had crystallized 
in the form of a new terminological proposal to fix the point, a proposal which itself un-
derwent some evolution before becoming definitively fixed in the nominal “formal/in-
strumental” marker, possibly only after Soto, and in the Iberian rather than the Parisian 
milieu.112 According to this argument, what is essential to the sign is not how it is expe-
rienced, whether by sensation or feeling or in perception or purely intellectually,113 but 

107 Doyle 1974: 571.
108 This d’Ailly is the same “Eagle of France” whose Imago mundi of 1410, by its prediction that 

the Atlantic could be traversed in a few days with the luck of a fair wind, encouraged Colum bus in his 
dreams of discovery. Columbus made over 1,000 notes in his personal copy of d’Ailly’s book, as can be 
seen either in the original preserved in the Biblioteca Columbina or in the facsimile edition published 
by the Massachusetts Historical Society in 1927.

109 “Die Unterscheidung von signum formale - und signum instrumentale”, in Meier-Oeser 1997: 
238–251.

110 Meier-Oeser 1997: 246–247.
111 Deely 1982: 52ff.
112 Important background for Soto’s Parisian studies can be found in Villoslada 1938.
113 In the c.330bc text of Aristotle, De Interpretatione 16a3–8, on which the medieval logicians leaned 

so heavily, and which states — as Boethius translated it, but not so in the original Greek: see Deely 
2009a — that spoken words are signs of the passions of the soul, the Latin phrase passiones animae, 
“passions of the soul”, could, in itself, be interpreted to include feelings as well as thoughts. In the 
strict context of Aristotle’s text, there is no doubt at all that he was referring to psychological states 
which are cognitive and not to affective states, although Kretzman (1974) has seen fit usefully to labor 
the point in scholarly fashion. But of course there are affective passiones animae as well as cognitive 
ones. And the same considerations that apply to the cognitive states which compel the recognition 
that they engender signs apply also to the consequent affective states — if for no other reason than 
the fact that cathectic states partici pate in the irreducible order of the cognitive states to an objective 
other superordinate to the one feeling as well as know ing. That amor transit in conditionem objecti, that 
“love penetrates the status of the known as such”, is an adage of the scholastics that has yet to be fully 
incorporated into the perspective of noetic and Umwelttheorie (among pioneering works in this regard, 
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that it make present something more than itself, something other. In Augus tine’s defini-
tion, according to this argument, considered in respect of signum in general, the first 
part of the definition is not generic but extraneous, whereas the second part, “aliud ex 
se faciens in cogitationem venire” (“from itself making another to come into thought”), 
contains the whole essence.

The “whole essence”, in the context of medieval thought, cannot be expressed sim-
ply, but only through a genus and a difference. By about 1400, the argument had devel-
oped to the point of asserting that the proper genus of sign is not “something sensible” 
but merely “anything cognized”; while the differentiative factor is simply “making pres-
ent in the cognition another than itself”.

What the Criticism Accomplished and What It Left To Be Accomplished
This second part of the definition had yet to come under the philosopher’s micro-

scope. But one step at a time. The introduction of the terminology signum instrumentale 
to cover only the sign as Augustine’s definition applies, and signum formale to include 
those yet more fundamental signs which Augustine’s definition left out, was a worthy 
advance along the way of signs. It brought a little more into the open the inevitable 
choice of facing the “burning and inevitable” problem Augustine had innocently posed, 
whether to resolve it satisfactorily or to abandon the general notion of sign, as Fonseca 
would come to urge.

The main thrust of the newly established terminological distinction, whatever its 
specific au thor ial and textu al origin, is clear: signs in their vehicle may be either material 
or psycho log i cal — physical or psychical, in Peirce’s terms — while remaining equally 
signs in either case. With this distinction, semiotic conscious ness, initiated with Au-
gustine’s proposal that the sign trans cends the distinction between nature and culture, 
is brought to a new level: the sign trans cends not only nature and culture, but also the 
distinction between inward and outward exper i ence, subjectivity and intersubjectivity.

But how this is possible? What is the sign such that it is able to achieve this double 
transcen dence over nature and culture, and inner and outer — whatever paired couplet 
of the ens reale/ens rationis subdivision of ens primum cognitum we may care to ponder? 
The question remains to be addressed. In other words, the second part of Augus tine’s 
revolutionary definition, the truly differentiative element constituting the sign, namely, 
that it is relative ontologically to something other than its vehicle, remains to be ex-
amined in detail. There is so far nothing to indicate that this phase of the his torical  

as throughout the whole area of cognition and semiotics, Poinsot has proven a seminal influence on 
those few late modern writers cognizant of his rich Cursus Philosophicus of the early 17th century; in this 
case see Maritain 1951, 1953a, 1954; and Forlivesi 1993).

It does not do simply to point out that, in the Greek, Aristotle does not say that spoken words are 
signs of the passions but symbols (symbola), and in another way symptoms (semeia), because the Latins 
were working from Latin texts, and these said signs (nota, a Latin synonym for signum). Had it not 
been for Augustine’s ignorance of Greek, all this disputation might not have come about. But what was 
Boethius’ excuse? It is clear that, once introduced, the general notion of sign proved so convenient that 
it was without a second thought taken up on all hands. (Even Markus, who, if anyone, should know 
better, says in the course of his analysis of the ancient Greek, pre-Augustinian authors [1972: 66, italics 
added] that “in general, no one would dispute that words are signs”; so we are left simply to marvel why 
“for no writer” [ibid.] “is reflection on language carried on in terms of ‘signs’.”)

The final authority in all these matters, after all, is not some text but experience against which 
the text is read and in light of which subsequent authors are led to expand, contract, or abandon the 
original. In the case of extend ing the passiones animae to include feelings among signs, this is exactly 
what happens with Peirce’s “emotional interpretant”.
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development begins in the thicket, though of course no one knows what surprises await 
there till its underbrush has been more fully cleared, especially over the seventy-five 
years separating the birth of Soto (1495) from the death of d’Ailly (1420).

Out of the Thicket
What we can say is that, before 1529, we are well across the thicket and the trail 

is clear again. For in that year, Domingo de Soto, who did his graduate work at Paris 
among the nom inalist professors of Montaigu, has published at Alcalá his Summulae, or 
“Introductory Logic” text. After this publication we find the distinction between formal 
and instrumental signifying on everyone’s lips.114 Going into the thicket, the way of signs 
from Augustine to Aquinas, Roger Bacon, and Scotus was fairly clear. Here on the other 
side of the thicket we find the way clear again, from Soto to the end of the Latin Age 
in Poinsot’s Tractatus de Signis (of 1632). Looking back into the thicket from this point 
where the trail again becomes clear we see only shadowy shapes, d’Ailly principal among 
them, dominated by the figure of Ockham at the thicket’s nether bound ary.

By some measures the thicket is not all that large. D’Ailly is born the year of or 
the year after Ockham’s death, and only 75 years separate the birth of Soto from the 
death of D’Ailly. More over, there are quite likely scholars, such as Professor Angelelli 
at the University of Texas, Aus tin, perhaps Kaczmarek, too, in Germany, and Spade at 
Indiana or Timothy Noone in Washington, who can see considerably far  ther and more 
clearly into the thicket than I have been able to report here. The work is in pro gress, so 
clearing the thicket is only a matter of time. But in the meantime, there are 1,206 years 
separating the completion of Augustine’s On Christian Doctrine from the publication of 
Poin sot’s Treatise on Signs, which is the first work successfully to justify Augustine’s posit 
of sig num as a vehicle enabling communication over the divides separating nature from 
culture and inner from outer experience. From the death of Aquinas in 1274 to a reso-
lution at last in 1632 of the “burn ing and inevitable problem” handed to the Latins by 
Augustine’s ignorance of Greek, the thicket obstructs only about half (180 years) of the 
last 358 years of our journey along the way of signs.

Domingo de Soto (1495–1569) and the Path Beyond the Thicket
Dominicus Soto stands as a key transition figure in the story of sign over the last 

Latin cen turies. His importance stems not from any theoretical contribution he devel-
oped on his own, but from his success in importing the Parisian discussions of sign into 
the Iberian university world, where these discussions took a much deeper root and more 
profound turn. While a graduate student in Paris, Soto imbibed the elevation to termi-
nological status of the distinction between inner states as “formally signifying” and out-
wardly perceived material structures as “signifying instrumentally”. On returning to Ibe-
ria as a professor of logic and philosophy, he put this distinction into broad circulation 
through the vehicle of writing what proved a highly successful introductory logic text,115 
the opening sections of which incorporated the definitions of terms and framework of 
distinctions concerning signum that he had absorbed from his Paris graduate studies.

114 Cf. Soto 1570: lib. 1, cap. 2, lect. prima, 3rb–5ra. Meier-Oeser reports simply (1997: 246): 
“Die unmittelbare Quelle dieser Bestimmung des signum instrumentale sind Sotos Ausführungen zum 
instrumentaliter significare”. Poinsot reports (Book I, Question 5, 194/38–40) that by 1632 the matter 
of how signs work “formally considered” has come to be “taken up daily” in disputations within the 
universities.

115 First published in 1529, this text went through many subsequent editions.
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Soto called his logic text a Summulae. In using this title he conformed to the fashion 
of the period, which was to use the title from the hugely successful Summulae Logicales 
of Peter of Spain (c.1210–1277), completed c.1245.116 Peter’s treatment of logic had 
come to be universally regarded as the classic model for a common teaching of logic in 
the Latin world at the elementary level. Hence all elementary logic texts had come to 
be called summulae books.

If we consider the whole of Europe, there is no comparing the success of Soto’s 
Summulae with that of Petrus Hispanus. But if we consider the confines of the Iberian 
world, the success of Soto’s work after 1529 may be said to have come close. As a re-
sult of the popularity his book came to enjoy within the Iberian academic Umwelt, the 
framework of the discussion about signs that he had imported from Paris became the 
framework within which signs were discussed through out the Iberian university world. 
In the hundred years following the publication of Soto’s Summulae, disputes about sig-
num became daily events in the Iberian schools, and the terminology of the distinction 
between some entities called signs as formal and other entities called signs as instrumen-
tal came to be everywhere bandied about.

The problem with this terminology, as above remarked,117 is that it at best glosses 
over and at worst con ceals a serious theoretical equivocation. One can inter pret it as a 
consolidation of the scho lastic realist critiques of Augustine made by Aquinas and Sco-
tus. Or one can consider it rather in the framework of the nominalist doctrine that there 
are no gen eral or common modes of being, no relations existing apart from the activity 
of mental compar isons of actual indivi du als. Thus, in itself, the terminological point is 
not necessarily an advance in the understanding of signum first proposed by Augustine, 
since it is can just as easily be made in the context of a flat rejection of Augustine’s pro-
posed general notion as a mistake, a flatus vocis.

It seems clear enough in Soto’s work that he himself regarded the distinction in the 
line of a consol i dation of the earlier critique of Augustine’s definition of sign, particular-
ly as found in the writings of Thomas Aquinas, of whose school Soto considered himself 
a member. Thus Soto, like Aquinas and most of the Latins before Ockham, combined a 
critique of the wording of Augustine’s specific definition proposed for sign with an ac-
ceptance of Augustine’s general notion itself of sign as a mode of being verified equally 
in natural and cultural phenomena. But by not addressing directly and in systematic 
detail the question of how such a mode of being indifferent to the difference in objectiv-
ity between mind-dependent and mind-independent being is verified in the case of the 
sign as such, Soto himself makes no advance beyond approx i mately the point that the 
foundational discussion of semiotics had reached going into the thicket.

Thus Soto enjoys the importance of being a main transitional figure in our story, the 
conduit, as it were, by which the distinction between formal and instrumental significa-
tion reached the Iberian peninsula in the early 1500s, and the one who, by making the 
discussion of this distinc tion widespread, helped force the hand both of the scholastic 
realists and of the nominalists over the fundamental issue of semiotics. The root of the 
problem appeared differently from the different sides, but facing up to the root issues 

116 A Petrus Hispanus, Petrus Juliani of Lisbon, was elected pope on September 15 of 1276, taking 
the name of John XXI. If this Petrus was indeed the author of the Summulae, which is commonly taught 
but far from certain (see d’Ors 1997), this election marked an unusual distinction among professors of 
logic. In the following year (20 May 1277), unhappily, the pope in question, author of the Summulae or 
not, was killed in his own residence by a falling ceiling.

117 In the section on terminological advance introducing “The Thicket”, p. 330f.
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on both sides could only be a question of time, as individual thinkers realized more 
and more of the logical consequences of the ideas involved, and shared their growing 
realization in an ongoing series of scholastic disputations in the schools and published 
writings available at large.

On the side of the scholastic realists, those who would continue the Latin tradition of 
accepting Augus tine’s signum as really being what it purported to be — a general mode 
of being of singular versatility in weaving the fabric of what we call experience, it was 
incumbent to show one of two things.

In the strongest case, they would have to show how a univocal appli ca tion, an ap-
plication of the same word in the same sense, could be made of the term “sign” in such 
expressions as “formal sign” and “instrumental sign”. To make this strong showing, they 
would have to address a central question. What is the type of which formal and instru-
mental signs are tokens? Indeed, what is the type of which all signs, natural and con-
ventional no less than formal and instrumental, are tokens? What is the type of which 
every distinction among signs is a token? Or, to put the question in more typically Latin 
terminology, what is the universal of which every particular sign is an instance?

But perhaps there is after all no type, but only an analogous grouping of phenomena 
which, for various reasons, we call “signs”. This would be a weaker case on which the 
scholastic realists could fall back. Perhaps there is, after all, no underlying unity among 
signifying phenomena, but only a family resemblance, some kind of an analogous unity 
expressed by the term signum. While there are uni versals, types of tokens, perhaps after 
all signum is not to be counted among them. That Au gus tine was mistaken and made a 
false posit, thus, could still be compatible, however weakly, with scholastic realism.118

On the side of the nominalists, too, there was a central question waiting to be ad-
dressed. It was not the question of whether Augustine had blundered. An affirmative an-
swer to this ques tion could be assumed ex hypothesi by any nominalists who once raised 
the question (which, explicitly at least, they generally seem not to have done). The 
central question for nominalism would be more hypothetical. Since there is no general 
mode of being corresponding to the word “sign” (since there is no general mode of be-
ing corresponding to any term), what is the ad van tage in speaking of various sorts of sign 
at all? Should we not rather identify one group of concrete individuals or characteristics 
as signs and call all other groups by another name? And which group of particulars, and 
why, is best and most properly labeled signum? The two leading candidates would be 
words on one side and ideas (concepts) on the other.

Soto did not himself put the questions this way. But the reception his work received 
created a climate in which the even tu al putting of these questions became inevitable. We 
may say, accordingly, that the importance of Soto in our story is twofold. First, by the 
popular success of his Summulae within Iberia, he created a climate and established the 
framework of discussion in terms of which the semiotic controversies of the climactic 
final century go forward. Second, he gives a clear boundary to the thicket: from Soto to 
the end of the Latin Age, the “way of signs” again becomes a clear path of development 
easily followed, at least as easily as the path up to the thicket.

118 It is thus, for example, that Rasmussen (1980, 1982, 1983) finds, and quite legitimately so, 
something more in Wittgen stein’s work than a mere apotheosis of modern nominalism. The problem, 
however, is that Wittgenstein never reached an under stand ing of the stronger case for scholastic 
realism which can be made in this and other noetic areas, perhaps as a consequence of his neglect 
of historical figures who developed the Latin issues (not to mention his making of never having read 
Aristotle a point of boast).
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Chapter 10

PoinsoT’s TRiuMPh (1632):
The success and failuRe of The laTin age

After Soto and the Parisian nominalists, what remains to be considered in the subjection 
to scrutiny of Augus tine’s proposal is the second part of the definition of sign, the heart 
of the matter, the crucial “ref er ence to” or “standing for another”. On this discussion 
hangs the fate of Augustine’s assumption that there is a signum “in general”, that there 
is communication over the divide between physical nature and the human Umwelt, and 
between Innenwelt and Umwelt (not to mention between one animal and another), and 
that the vehicle which shuttles across and transcends these divides is the sign according to 
a being proper and unique to itself, whence its action springs according to circumstances.

The First Outcome: Pedro da Fonseca (1528–1599)
Presupposing the great ferment over signs that had been generated by the promi-

nence Soto had achiev ed in the Iberian world, the author who more that any other 
seems to have been responsible for bringing about the focus that led to the successful 
resolution of the problem of sign as Augustine had launched it was the Portuguese Je-
suit, Pedro da Fonseca. An au thor as perspicacious as Luigi Ro meo consid ers Fonseca to 
be the first classical author of semiotic.1 But this judgment needs to be quali fied in view 
of Fon seca’s doubts about the unified nature of the sign as an ob ject of in quiry,2 the key 
question on which the speculative fate of Augustine’s posit hangs.

We enter here into terra incognita. Readers at this point should ask self-reflexively 
whether they have heard of Pedro da Fonseca, or even Petrus Fonsecus, prior to reach-
ing this point on this page? If not, then let me remark that the point is that René Des-
cartes, of whom the reader has almost assuredly heard, did. If so, then let me remark 
that most readers of the English speaking world at the turn of the 21st century have not 
heard of Fonseca, for the very good reason that most (nearly all) histories of philosophy 
circulated in this Lebenswelt over the last two centuries would have no mention of him, 
his work, or his school. Passing over “why”, suffice it to say the exegesis to follow may 
be of what Fonseca might have intended to say, and certainly (in my mind) ought to 
have said; but that it is “only a guess”, as clearly and modestly made as the circumstances  
allow. Sherlock Holmes claimed that he never guessed;3 but I am of the school of Peirce, 
which arrives at the truth only by guessing, and even at that only over the long run. 

1 Luigi Romeo, “Pedro da Fonseca in Renaissance Semio tics: A Segmental History of Footnotes”, 
Ars Semeiotica (1979) II.2, p. 190ff.

2 In his Institutionum Dialecticarum of 1564, Liber I, caput VII.
3 See Doyle 1890: 17. Guessing, Holmes considered (ibid.) “is a shocking habit — destructive to 

the logical faculty.” See also the epigram on the main title page of Sebeok 1980, contrasting Holmes’ 
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What follows, therefore, should be read as my abduction — a term I like for the criminal 
flavor it lends to philosophizing — of how best to fill in the gap in the current “histories 
of philosophy” between Ockham and Descartes.

Let us begin. Let us make, that is to say, a guess at the riddle of why the historians 
have been silent on the interval separating Ockham from Descartes.

As the principal professor of philosophical studies at the University of Coimbra, 
Fonseca not only wrote major works of his own, but he also organized the team of 
thinkers there whose work came to be known collectively as the Cursus Conimbricensis, 
usually referred to as the “Con im  bri censes”. Of particular interest to our present explo-
ration was the publication in 1564 of his Institutionum dialecticarum libri octo. Essentially 
a summulist logic text, this work was read far and wide in the Latin world, having gone 
through some fifty-three editions by the year 1624.

It was Pedro’s work, in fact, far more profoundly than Soto’s, that prepared the final 
fate of signum in the Latin West. Above all he admired Duns Scotus, whom he closely 
follows. But he begins by correcting in his working definition of sign the restriction of 
the action of signs to the orbit of human understanding that would follow as a conse-
quence of the way both Bacon4 and Scotus5 had defined it. In place of intellect, Fonseca 
says that to signify is more broadly “to represent something to a cognoscitive faculty”.6

An Appearance to the Contrary Notwithstanding ...
He seems at first as if he embraces eagerly the new terminology instituted (or at 

least presented by Soto as if) to pinpoint the effective criticism Aquinas and especially 
Scotus had made in bringing to the fore the manner in which concepts function as signs 
more primordially than any objects of the Umwelt, including natural signs of the envi-
ronment such as smoke or such pre-eminent cultural signs as words:7

Formal signs are similitudes or certain forms (species) of things signified inscribed within 
the cognitive powers, by means of which the things signified are perceived. Of this sort 
is the simil i tude which the spectacle of a mountain impresses upon the eyes, or the im-
age which an absent friend leaves in another’s memory, or again the picture one forms of 
something which he has never seen. These signs are called “formal,” because they form 
and as it were structure the knowing power.

Instrumental signs are those which, having become objects for knowing powers, 
lead to the cognition of something else. Of this sort is the track of an animal left in the 
ground, smoke, a statue, and the like. For a track is a sign of the animal which made 
it: smoke the sign of an un seen fire: a statue finally is a sign of Caesar or someone else. 
These signs are called “instru mental,” either because through them as instruments we 
signify to others our ideas; or because just as an artist must move his instrument in order 
to shape his material with it, so must powers able to know first perceive these signs in 
order to know anything through them.

Hence may be gathered the most striking difference between instrumental and for-
mal signs: since indeed form al signs do not have to be perceived by us in order for us to 

view — “I never guess — with that of Peirce 1901: Ms. 692: “We must conquer the truth by guessing, 
or not at all.”

4 See “The Beam in Roger Bacon’s Eye”, Chapter 9, p. 311.
5 See “Working on the Beam from Roger Bacon’s Eye”, Chapter 9, p. 316.
6 Fonseca, Institutionum dialecticarum libri octo (1564), I, 34. Thus he includes zoösemiosis in the 

doctrine of signs, though not phytosemiosis.
7 Ibid.: lib. I, cap. VIII.
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come to an awareness of the thing signified by the perception they structure; but unless 
instrumental signs are perceived, they lead no one to an awareness of anything.

Too glib had been the Ockhamite designation of concepts as signa naturalia along 
with all those “external” phe nom ena of human experience which seem to have a connec-
tion with what they signify antecedent to and independent of social interaction. Many 
questions worthy of discussion are begged in this cross-classification of natural signs 
— here within the mind and there outside — as eventually came to light.8 Fonseca saw 
this, yet he made his reservations known with too much delicacy and indirection for 
even some of his best admirers to catch. As had happened with Augustine’s original pro-
posal of signum, it seems, so the new terminology was everywhere adopted by the Latins 
without due regard for the difficulties it concealed. This glossing over of fundamental 
difficulty can be illustrated from the lecture course given on the logical doctrines of 
Fonseca by Professor J. B. Bosserel at the University of Graz, Austria, in 1615. Bosserel 
gives the following summary of Fonseca’s discussion of signs in the Institutes of 1564:9

To signify means to represent something to a being able to know, as, for example, to the 
sense, the imagination, the understanding. Signs are divided into two groups. The first 
comprises formal and instrumental signs. The formal ones are similitudes, like images of 
things signified that exist in cognitive powers, through which the things signified are ap-
prehended, as, for example, the resemblance of a friend. In order that these signs may be 
known, it is not necessary to see the eyes through which one sees the signs. Instrumental 
signs are those which are represented to cognitive powers as soon as they are recognized 
by them, and also when they lead to the recognition of other things, as the footprint of 
an animal, smoke, or wrinkles in the forehead.

The second group contains natural and conventional signs. Natural signs are those 
which signify the same thing to everybody, such as moans and laughs. Conventional 
signs are those which signify through as it were a socially structured human intention, 
such as words and letters, as well as those which have entered the usage of all people,10 
such as ivy and cypress.

Note that natural signs can also be formal, but not all of them. For a concept and a 
moan are both natural signs, yet a moan is not formal, but instrumental.

... Again the Ghost of Nominalism To Haunt Augustine11

Yet a careful reading of Fonseca himself reveals some dis-ease. For along with his 
adoption of the for mal/instrumental terminology to express a division of signs based on 

8 See, in the 1985 edition of Poinsot’s Treatise on Signs, p. 27 note 13, if you wish to follow this 
point up.

9 J. B. Bosserel, Synopses in quibus doctrina dialectica R.i P.i Petri Fonseca ad ordinem Aristotelicam 
revocatur (MS 133 of the University of Graz).

10 How fragile proves “the usage of all people”: it is today all but forgotten in common culture, even 
of the schools, that Bacchus wore a wreath of ivy to express the then-belief that this plant could prevent 
drunkenness, or that the early Christians transferred the symbolism of ivy to typify, thorough its ever-
greenness, everlasting life; forgotten too is the ancient, once-common, dedication by the Romans of the 
cypress tree to Pluto, god of the underworld, land of the two rivers of death, because a cut cypress tree 
does not grow again. Whence the cypress tree was associated with cemeteries, its wood once commonly 
used for coffins, and twigs of it were often placed in Greek and Roman coffins. (At the other end of the 
scale, in another key of history’s ironies, the wood for cupid’s arrows was thought to be cypress wood!)

11 Recall from Chapter 6 “The Possible Nominalistic Character of Augustine’s Proposal”, p. 133.
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their function in experience relative to the cognizing organism, with the implied restriction 
within that division of the classical Augus tin ian definition to the one class of instrumental 
signs only, Fonseca introduces as well some profound reservations as to whether in fact 
these two types of “signs” really have a common basis. They are both called “signs”, but so 
is the protective outer layer of a tree trunk and the sound of an alarmed dog called “bark”.

Fonseca is not as blunt as this. His remarks are subtle and indirect, subjunctive in 
mood, as it were. But he quite clearly wonders at the level of murmuring if Thomas and 
Scotus didn’t per haps somehow get it all backwards in thinking that psychological states 
are semiotic phe nom ena more fundamental than words, statues, pictures, and footprints 
in the sand. The designation of concepts as formal signs is not a fully settled usage, he 
admonishes, “nor is it clear that they are with full propriety said to represent” objects 
other than themselves; whereas it is fully clear that instrumental signs represent through 
a linkage with other objects.12

Whether he is showing the influence of Ockham or not, Fonseca certainly express-
es13 what Ockham should have said about the situation in the light of his nominalism: 
“Perhaps the Divine Augustine defined sign the way he did precisely because it covered  
everything that settled ways of speaking would really want to call signs”, and not through 
any blunder, as the Latins considering the matter (ever since Aquinas) have so far led 
themselves to imagine.

The new terminology made so popular through Soto’s summu lae was not, after all, 
that much more to Fonseca’s liking than the summulist movement itself, which he ex-
pressly tells us has departed too far from a true and careful reading of Aristotle.14 Fon-
seca’s attitude toward the specifically Latin development of logic creates a suspicion that 
the formal/instrumental division is not in Fonseca’s mind truly his own, that he is rather 
reacting to and attempting to assimilate to his own more conservative and more Greek 
thought elements that have become so wide spread in the Latin milieu that they have to 
be dealt with, like it or not.

Fonseca Anticipating Modernity: 
The Reduction of Signification to Self-Representation in the Order of Formal Signs

In line with such reservations, we further find in Fonseca an explicit attempt to 
identify the precise role of representation in signification. And he finds that, in the case 
of the formal sign, the two are not distinct. He thinks that the relation of representation 
to signification in the case of a formal sign is one of simple identity, one wherein the two 
are equated as self-representation:15

To signify is nothing else than to represent something to a cognizing power. But since 
everything that repre sents something is a sign of the thing which it repre sents, it hap-
pens that whatever signifies something is its sign.16

12 Fonseca 1564: lib. I, cap. VIII: “priora illa” — scil., signa formalia — “nec admodum usitate 
nominantur signa, nec satis proprie di cuntur repraesentare: haec vero posteriora” — scil., signa 
instrumentalia — “maxime”.

13 Ibid.: “Unde D. Augustinus quasi complexus omnia, quae populari sermone signa dicerentur, 
hoc modo signum definivit: Sig num est, quod et seipsum sensui, et praeter se aliquid animo ostendit.”

14 Ibid., “Preface”.
15 1564: lib. I, cap. VIII.
16 “Atque ut alte, et a capite significandi modos, repetam, Significare nihil aliud est, quam potentiae 

cognoscenti, aliquid reprae sentare. Cum autem omne, quod aliquid repraesentat, sit signum rei, quae 
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Now the cat gets out of the bag. Fonseca’s text is so nuanced that it cannot be read 
as coming right out to say and specifically deny that there is really a common notion, 
or, rather, a common mode of being that unites these two kinds of signs. What the text 
does is imply what Suárez will later explicitly say: that what formal signs do is merely 
represent themselves, while instrumental signs add to this representation, through their 
dependency on formal signs, an actual significa tion of something other than themselves. 
What will become the modern doctrine common to Descartes and Locke, that ideas 
are the direct objects of our awareness, and all else indirect, is being limned here with 
Fonseca’s treatment of sign.

In other words, instrumental signs are that class of entities properly said to signify in 
representing and properly called signs. Formal “signs” are properly said only to repre-
sent and are properly called similitudes or likenesses, “such as the image that a perceived 
mountain impresses upon the eye”.17 Clear in Fonseca’s text is the notion that the formal 
sign, improperly called “sign”, is a sub jective structure, an idea of the mind insofar as it is 
a psychological or subjective state char ac ter iz ing an individual.18 The instrumental sign, 
too, is a subjective structure, but one that is extramental and hence one that, through its 
dependence on the formal sign, carries the mind to something other than itself through 
a (suprasubjective) relation. This relation, however, results from the mind relating sign 
to signified. In the case of the formal sign, such a relation does not obtain. The formal 
sign is simply whatever objective content the mind is aware of in a given cognition. The 
formal sign is the concept, the intramental or “psychological” subjective determination 
itself, the “species”, but now interpreted as itself direct object of awareness (just as would 
ideas be construed by Descartes — indeed, keep in mind, a later student of Fonseca’s 
writings at the Jesuit “college” at La Fleche, where Descartes studied from age 10, 1606 
through 1613.) Hence the formal sign is a mere represen ta tion, a “similitude”, while 
the instrumental sign adds to this representation, and dependently upon it, a relation 
between itself as an object and some other object as signified.

If, therefore, we wish to speak exactly and according to the truth of the matter, we 
would speak not of formal and instrumental signs, but of formal representations and in-
strumental signifi ca tions, and only the class of sense perceptible objects will properly and 
strictly be called signs. I think there is no difference between Fonseca’s early subtlety and 
Suárez’s later bluntness: words signify, concepts represent.

Consider Fonseca’s final statement of the difference between formal and instrumen-
tal “signs”.19 Formal and instrumental signs, he says, finally differ in this, that formal 
signs are neither usually nor with exactitude called signs. What formal signs do, exactly 

repraesentatur, efficitur, ut quicquid rem aliquam significat, sit signum eius.” Romeo (1979: 194) 
translates this: “In order to trace the modes of signification back to their most remote origin, ‘to 
signify’ is simply to depict something to a cognoscitive being. Everything representing something is a 
sign of what is represented, hence whatever represents something is at the same time a sign”; and this 
is a good translation, but it does not sufficiently emphasize to my mind the equation Fonseca makes 
between repraesentat (“represents”) and significat (“signifies”), where Poinsot will deny an equation 
by distinguishing self-representation as the being proper to objects (in contrast to things) from other-
representation as the only being proper to signs (in contrast to objects).

17 Fonseca 1564: I, 8: “Huius generis est similitudo, quam mons obiectus imprimit in oculis.”
18 Ibid.: “Dicuntur autem haec signa formalia, quia formant, et quasi figurant potentiam 

cognoscentem.”
19 Ibid.: “Differunt etiam hac ratione, quod priora illa nec admodum usitate nominantur signa, 

nec satis proprie dicuntur reprae sen tare, haec vero posteriora, maxime.” The import of the text I find 
clearer in the Portuguese rendering of Ferreira Gomes (1964: I, 37): “Diferem também pela razão 
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speaking, is repre sent. Instrumental signs, by contrast, are the only things that, exactly 
speaking, signify. It is for this reason that instrumental signs alone are called signs in the 
established usage of everyday speech; and it was for this reason too that Augustine defined 
sign in the fashion that he did. It was not a definition too narrow, but an exact definition.20

For in the case of formal signs, signification differs not a whit from self-represen-
tation; and instrumental signs are signs only dependently upon formal signs. True, the 
so-called instrumental signs add a relation whereby one object is connected to another 
object. But these relations are a result of the dependence of the instrumental upon the 
formal. Hence, insofar as they introduce a dis tinc tion or difference between the in-
strumental and the formal sign, they do so by adding something proper to the mind 
alone, namely, the formation of relations, suprasubjective connections or nexi between 
apprehended things. Formal signs only represent. Instrumental signs depend upon formal 
signs. Whatever instrumental signs do over and above representation they do as a con-
sequence of their mind-dependent status, not of themselves. Instrumental signs work 
wholly in function of formal signs, and, at the level of formal signs, there is no differ-
ence between “to represent” and “to signify”. Whatever difference instrumental signs 
add they do not add as signs but as functions of formal signs, that is to say, of concepts.21

For Fonseca, therefore, the extension of the notion of sign to concepts in the mind 
is not an advance but an improper application of the term. Either we should not call 
concepts signs, or we should call extramental signs something else. The expression 
“sign-function” did not occur to him, though it would do nicely. What he was focused 
upon was not an improved terminology for what Augustine had termed “signs” but an 
appreciation of the fact that what Augustine had termed “signs” does not square with 
terming concepts “signs”. And, from the point of view of this preoccupation, it can be 
truly said that what was defective had not been Augustine’s definition, as some later 
Latins came to suppose, but his idea of sign as a general mode of being indifferent to 
nature and culture — that, the “original departure” of Latin from Greek philosophy: 
that was the blunder.

Fonseca, thus, did not see the terminology of formal and instrumental signs as con-
solidation of the critiques of Aquinas, Bacon, and Scotus, but as a muddying of the 
waters, an obfuscation of the fact that those critiques themselves were misguided, and 
misguided by accepting Augustine’s groundless gen eral proposal rather than his sol-
id definition. When we speak of formal and instrumental signs, therefore, we are not 
speaking of two species under a common genus, for there is no genus common to the 
two. The word “sign” in the two expressions is an inexact way of speaking, a mislead-
ing use of language, a flatus vocis. Exactly speaking, there are mental representations 
and verbal significations, and only the vehicles of the latter can properly and exactly be 
called signs.

de que os primeiros nem são habitualmente chamados sinais, nem com grande exactidão se diz que 
significam; mas estes ultimos significam ao maximo.”

20 Ibid.: “Unde Divus Augustinus quasi complexus omnia, quae populari sermone signa dicerentur, 
hoc modo signum definivit.”

21 Which would fit in nicely with Eco’s attempt to replace signs with sign-functions (Deely 2001: 
Chap. 17). For if formal signs are not properly called signs, and instrumental signs, insofar as they 
add to formal signs “relations to something other”, do so not from themselves (i.e., from their being 
as signs) but from their being as dependent upon formal signs (concepts), then indeed are they better 
described as sign-functions than as signs. This gets us ahead of ourselves in the historical development, 
and makes quite another terminological point than the one preoccupying Fonseca; but it helps us to 
appreciate what is to come.
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Here indeed, about one thousand one hundred and thirty eight years after the fact, 
is the burning and inevitable problem burst fully to flame. Here is the challenge that any 
good Greek philosopher might have hurled at Augustine immediately on reading On 
Christian Doctrine.22 Fonseca, in suggesting a denial of a unified object at the base of the 
doctrine of signs, is denying the possibility of a general account, theory, or doctrine of 
signs. He gives the picture of a man pressured by the development of thought and ter-
minology in the summulist tradition to envisage in the Latin environment of his times 
the specific possibility of a semiotic. But he resists the prospect, and in the end rejects 
and denies the possibility. “The possibility of a philosophical doctrine of signs”, we can 
imagine him saying, “is not a real one. Augustine, as an accidental by-product, as it were, 
of his failure to learn Greek, has drawn you Latins down a garden path into an illusion, 
a dream, and it is time to wake up.”

The stage is set for a denouement. Instead of a single outcome, a long slow develop-
ment from the launch ing of Augustine’s proposal in the 5th century to its climactic justi-
fication at last in the 17th century, we find instead with Fonseca explicitly, as with Ock-
ham implicitly, the whole slow development of the earlier Latin centuries challenged as 
a speculative blunder. There will be not one destiny for Augustine’s unknowingly novel 
proposal but two, the one repudiating, the other vindi cating, the notion of signum with 
which the Latin Age was born.

22 A reviewer of the manuscript for this work responded at this point with some indignation: “On 
what basis would ‘a good Greek philosopher’ challenge the ‘ignorant’ Augustine? Simply on the basis 
of an absence of a doctrine of signs?” I should have thought the ground of the challenge evident at this 
point: On Christian Doctrine proposes the suvmbolon of human language to be a shmeivon, whereas in 
Greek thought the two are as opposed as nature and nurture, convention and necessity, symptoms of 
disease and lies proffered as proofs.

“It seems to me that the ambivalent character of Augustine’s signum may be put as follows”, the 
reviewer continued: “The issue becomes clear only now: a realistic theory of signs is an impediment to 
the liberation of the sign into its own nature and modality, hence into the possibility of a postmodern 
semiotics.” But this is a strange clarity indeed, for whence this “realistic theory of signs”? There is 
precious little “theory” of sign in or before Augustine. Before him, there is only the observed fact 
that events in nature warn us of what is occurring (symptoms of disease) and what is to come (signs 
in nature and divination). That is not theory, but at most theory-laden observation, quite a different 
animal. Yet the reader seems to think that Augustine, not the ancients, is the one who has saddled us 
with “a realistic theory of signs”, for the report continues: “That is, the Augustinian insight flagged the 
notion of sign but in such a way as to impede its proper development.” Yet this is ridiculous, for the 
Augustinian insight, or error, was to see in sign a general mode of being that can be specifically verified 
equally and indifferently in natural and in cultural spheres alike. If the interpretation of Manetti, 
following Eco, is correct, Augustine flagged the notion of sign so as eventually to dissociate it from 
nature, by signaling that it is words, not events, that actually signify. That line of inference leads to 
modern idealism or to semiology — to which (they being “birds of a feather”, as shown in Deely 2001: 
Chap. 16) is a matter of indifference. I do not think at all that Augustine’s soaring insight took flight 
from any intuition on his part for “a realistic theory of signs”. If Augustine’s insight as presented and 
contextualized in the present work is correct, what Augustine flagged (without knowing it, since he was 
ignorant of Greek) was the “realistic theory of sign” implicit in the Greek usage of the term shmeivon, with 
the consequence of showing that any realistic theory of sign as such would impede, not to say preclude, 
the proper and natural development of the doctrine of signs (see Chap. 18 of Deely 2001, if an “envoi” 
can be considered a chapter).

So the Augustinian insight did the very reverse of flagging the notion of sign “in such a way as to 
impede its proper development”; it flagged the notion rather in such a way as to (for the first time of 
which we have clear record) begin to start to commence to open the way to its proper (postmodern) 
development. So would I answer the reviewer’s plaint that “It seems to me that, if I am right, we could 
have been told this more clearly before [ms.] p. 280”: You were not right.
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Here in Fonseca, from the point of view of semiotic, we might almost say modernity 
is hatched, for classical modern philosophy was founded on the reduction at the level 
of ideas of signification to repre sen tation, as we are seeing. Here is the first formal pro-
posal that, when it comes to the ideas and images formed in cognition by the mind itself, 
the two are one and the same. The proposal comes 77 years before the Meditations on 
First Philosophy of Descartes, 73 years before Descartes’ Discourse on the Method of rightly 
conducting one’s reason and seeking truth in the sciences, and 64 years before his Rules for the 
Direction of the Mind. Words may signify, but con cepts only represent.

Fonseca has already sent abroad to the Latins the very message on this point of 
Suárez, the Latin author for whom the mainstream early moderns will have the readi-
est ears in the period of formation of classical modern philosophy. For to distinguish 
signification from representation both at the level of formal signs and at the level of 
instrumental signs requires a doctrine ontological relation open equally to mind-de-
pendent and mind-independent relations, and Suárez will assure the classical early mod-
erns that, just as they suspect, any such doc trine is mistaken.23 As Scruton will publicly 
object to Eco (exactly 396 years after the publication of Fonseca’s Institutiones),24 there 
is no science of buttons, no way that clouds signify rain in any sense univocal with 
the way that the word “rain” signifies — a classic case of those not knowing history  
repeating history.

Reversing the Earlier Criticism of Augustine
Thus appears in Fonseca — somewhat contrary to the obvious sense of his own 

words in the mind of a casual reader (a circumstance not unusual in the development of 
philosophical doctrines by any means) and assuredly contrary to the semiotic develop-
ment the influence of his work will otherwise further in spite of everything — an effort 
to promote continued acceptance of St. Augustine’s definition of the sign as a correct 
and complete definition, that is, one valid for all cases properly called sign in a unified 
sense. The Augustinian definition obviously applies to instrumental signs — sense-per-
ceptible realities which function subsequently as signs. Hence, if indeed the definition 
is truly a full defi ni tion of signs, then the possibility of treating ideas under a doctrine 
of signs is fore closed.

The point to concentrate on, Fonseca thinks, is not some chimerical unity between 
interior and exterior signs, but rather on the differences in exterior signs between what 
is natural and what is not. The distinction between natural and conventional signs, he 
thinks, is not a dichotomy but a trichotomy:25

Conventional signs are those which signify by deliberate intention and as if by a kind of 
compact. Such signs are of two types. For some signify as the result of stipulations, such 
as the words by which men converse, or the letters by which absent parties communi-
cate; others, however, signify as the result of customs and traditions of use, in the way 
that items displayed in a shop signify what is for sale. And of those signs which signify by 
stipulation, there is again a twofold signification, proper and improper.... Indeed practi-
cally all words have an improper signification as a result of adaptation and change in use, 
through metaphor, catachresis, metalepsis, or metonymy.

23 Suárez 1605: disp. 1, par. 6; cf. Poinsot 1632a: Book I, Question 2, 141/11–142/15 (= 658b30-
659a39 in the Reiser Latin).

24 Scruton 1980: 14.
25 Fonseca 1564: lib. I, cap. IX.
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Was the Definition Wrong, or Was It the General Proposal that Was Mistaken?
You can see that things are moving toward a climax. Something has to give, either 

Augus tine’s definition or his more general proposal. The question of whether signum is 
a nominalism can no longer be equivocated or avoided. What is clear at this point is that 
there is a growing complexity of con siderable interest, and not without its antinomies, in 
the Latin understanding of signs. The defi  nition of sign is becoming unsettled in several 
ways. The division of signs is ramifying and inter secting in unexpected ways, ways that 
have consequences for the very attempts at defi nition (or re-definition).

Fonseca, naturally, wants things to go the way he thinks the truth requires. And the 
truth requires that the indigenous Latin summulae tradition be brought to heel, before 
things get further out of hand. In his mind, exactly what is needed is a return to the 
Philosopher. For Fonseca was not bound by the “superficial learn ing” of Augustine. 
He knew that the famous De Interpretatione 1, 16a3–8, did not say that spoken words 
are signs of things outside the soul, but symbols (symbola). He knew that Aristotle did 
not say that these passions of the soul are signs of things or objects, but likenesses (no-
moiômata). And he knew that Aristotle did not say that spoken and written symbols are 
alike in being signs of the passions, but in being symptoms of them (sêmeia). Symbols, 
likenesses, symptoms; nowhere signs. The word, as the Latins used it, did not exist. 
Augustine has created a phantom of the mind, a phantom of his own and the later 
Latins’ opera.

Fonseca knew that the “semiotic triangle”26 the Latins had everywhere relied upon 
as conveyed from Aristotle by Boethius, especially in the development of the summulae 
logics, was paper over an abyss. For there is no such notion as Augustine’s signum in 
Aristotle, or anywhere else in what we have from Greek philosophy. The Latins had 
been duped by the Greek-ignorant proposal of Augustine. If, now that Greek had been 
recovered, the Latins were to look anew at the text of Aristotle, they would see that they 
had been led down a garden path. They would discover for themselves that the way of 
signs is a road to nowhere, for at the end of the Latin path they would discover the illu-
sion of the “doctrine of signs”.

Fonseca’s Stratagem
Not only for this single purpose, of course, but for a whole broad range of consid-

erations such as only a man of learning could conceive, Fonseca organized that team 
of Latin researchers who, like himself, were learned in Greek, for the purpose of com-
menting not on some half-Arab, half-Latin surrogate for Aristotle, but on the Greek 
Aristotle himself. Among his chief collaborators were Emmanuel de Goes (1542–1597), 
Cosmas de Magelhães (1551–1624), Balthasar Alvarez (1561–1630), and Sebastian de 
Couto (1567–1639). The work of this remarkable team is what has come down to us 
as the five-volume set of commentary on Aristotle called the Conimbricenses,27 the last 
volume of which, the one that principally interests us here, was brought to publication 
by de Couto. Let Professor Jack Doyle here take over the story, for no one knows this 
part of it better than he:28

26 For a detailed analysis of the actual shortcomings of “Aristotle’s triangle” from the standpoint of 
semiotic precisely as transcending ens reale and ens rationis (namely, the contrast between “triadic” and 
“triangular”), see now Deely 2009a and 2010.

27 Stegmuller 1959: 95–97 goes into the attribution of each volume to its respective editor; further 
scholarly sources on the matter are indicated by Doyle 1998: 18 note 6.

28 Doyle 1994: 567–568. See also Stegmuller 1959: 95–98; Sommervogel 1891.



356 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

“Conimbricenses” is the name of a group of Jesuit professors of philosophy at the Uni-
versity of Coimbra during the latter half of the 16th century. It is also the name given 
to a five-volume set of philosophical commentaries on Aristotle which they edited and 
published between 1592 and 1606. The last volume to appear was a logic, entitled Com-
men tarii Collegii Conimbricensis et Societa tis Jesu. In universam dialecti cam Aristotelis Stag-
iritae. Secunda Pars.

Coming out in 1606, this volume followed a logic, spuriously attributed to the Con-
im bri censes, which had been published in 1604 at Frankfurt, Cologne, Hamburg, and 
Vienna. This spur ious logic, which in fact was based on notes taken twenty-five years 
earlier by a Jesuit student at Coimbra, was denounced by the Conimbricenses themselves 
as both fraudulent and inaccurate. Their own work, appearing first at Coimbra and then, 
in 1607, with a Greek text of Aristotle added, at Lyons, was intended to set the record 
straight. For the most part it did just that, although I can attest from my own examina-
tion that its disjointed and frequently cryptic style, its numerous printing errors, and its 
principal editor’s tendency to write usually in the editorial first person singular, look like 
signs of haste in its production. Despite that, however, the work overall is excellent, and 
even though it might have been designed by a committee, it is anything but a camel.

The Conimbricenses’ project was in the form of Aristotelian commentary. To be 
more exact, it was commentary per modum quaestionis. The Logic in the Lyons edition 
is a good example of this at its best. Through two main parts, the Conimbricenses have 
reviewed individual treatises of the Organon. For each treatise, they give the Greek of 
Aristotle, translate it into Latin, summarize its philosophical doctrine, and then com-
ment on it by raising questions which it had occasioned among the Scholastics of the 16th 
and earlier centuries. Their scholarship, as regards Greek, Latin, philosophy, and the 
Scholastic tradition before them is quite evident. Evident also is the genuine character 
and depth of their own philosophical interest.

The particular work with which I am concerned is the commentary on Aristotle’s De 
Interpre tatione. More precisely, my concern is with the first chapter of that commentary. 
Entitled De Signo (“On the Sign”),29 it runs over sixty pages in quarto.

The die was cast. The “burning and inevitable problem” Augustine handed the 
Latins at the out set of their historical Age, “constantly alive” throughout that age, as 
Beuchot said and as we ourselves have seen, had soon, one way or another, to be laid 
to rest. Either it would flare to light a new Age of Understanding, or it would be ex-
tinguished once and for all. Fonseca hoped for a requi es cat in pace. He counted on his 
Coimbra colleagues for the interment.30 He did not live to experience what was to be his 
disappointment at their hands.

Second Outcome: The Conimbricenses (1606, 1607)
The Conimbricenses were members of the faculty of the University of Coimbra at 

the time John Poinsot was an undergraduate student there, and they were among his 
professors in his course-work. The last mention of Poinsot in the Coimbra archives 
is on May 8, 1606, as “having attended the first-year theological lectures”. If Fonseca 
thought that the work the Conimbricenses undertook in 1592, seven years before his 
death, would result in a setting of the Latin record straight on the subject of signs along 
the lines he envisaged in his Institutions, had he lived to see their treatise De Signo it may 
have been for him something of a rude shock.

29 Actually plural, “De Signis”, this 1606/1607 treatise appeared for the first time outside the Latin 
in Doyle’s bilingual edition of 2001.

30 The depositing of a dead body in the earth or in a tomb.



 10 ❑ Poinsot’s Triumph: Success and Failure of the Latin Age 357

The Second Part of Augustine’s Definition
There is no telling, at least to my knowledge, whether it was directly from sugges-

tions of Fonseca or only indirectly and more on their own that the Conimbricenses took 
the tack that they did. But it was to prove the decisive one. By decisive here, I mean 
the turn to face directly the problems raised by the second part of Augustine’s original 
definition, according to which a sign is distinguished by always bringing into awareness 
something other (ad aliquid aliud, therefore a matter of esse ad rather than and in contrast 
to esse in).

That this part of the foundational problem of semiotics, seen focally as foundational, 
came only gradually to the foreground of the Latin discussions is a matter of historical 
record. Augustine’s original definition of signum stood as long as it did precisely because 
it accommodated the “common sense” tendency to identify signs with sense-perceptible 
objects. In doing this, it also accommodated the notion that, among the objects of our 
experience, some are signs, others merely objects. Even the expansion of the notion of 
sign to include interior or psychological states did not definitively rule on the question 
of whether signs are, as it were, a permanent class to which certain things belong but 
not others.31

Yet the sign-vehicle, be it a material structure accessible to outward sense or a psy-
chological struc ture of inward experience, requires always the conveyance of a content 
distinct from itself as object signified. This essential link to a content formally distinct 
from the vehicle conveying that content pertains to the distinctive feature constitut-
ing any sign as such, regardless of what things are to be included under the heading of 
sign. So much is this so that we may say that, among all the authors, ancient as well as 
medieval or modern, who have treated of signs the one point of common agreement 
that emerges across all the discussions is that a sign, whatever else it may be, is, in every 
instance, something relative, aliquid relativum.32

When they finally got around to looking closely at (so as to thematize) this part 
common to the whole variety of competing descriptions of phenomena cited as “signi-
fying”, the late Latins found themselves in an especially priv i leged position. They were 
not only the heir of the ancient Greek discussions of relation; they were also heir of 
more than this. For this ancient dis cussion had been given in Latin what would prove to 
be a decisive new twist by the Boethian trans la tions of Aristotle’s work on the categories, 
according to which (at least so thought the Latin Aristotle) we speak of being as thought 
to exist in its own right. I am referring here to the Boeth i an coinage in particular of the 
expression relatio secundum dici, “relation according to the requirements of expressing 
being in discourse”, also called “transcendental relation”, which we discussed at some 
length in Chapter 6. At this point it would be well to review that discussion.33

31 Consider the curious remark reported in Collis 1954: 26–27. In the first contact of the 
Spaniards with the Maya in 1517, having sailed from Cuba to Catoche, Mexico, at the top of the 
Yucatan, Bernal Diaz (1492–1584?) remarked of the natives that “it was impossible to converse with 
them except by signs.”

32 Which is why Poinsot, after first having shown in his “Second Preamble” that the notion of 
“relative being” is exclusively and exhaustively divided between the relativum secundum, on the one 
hand, dici (being as subject to being understood discursively) and, on the other hand, esse (being as 
suprasubjectively obtaining beyond subjectivity), begins Book I, Question 1, 117/18–23E (117/20–
24L) of his 1632 Tractatus de Signis with just this juxtaposition. Refer again to the diagram of to ojn as 
mediated to the Latins, p. 6 above.

33 See p. 97ff. in Chapter 4 above.
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Resuming the Ancient Discussion in Latin Terms
Try to get the key terms as reasonably clear in your mind as you can.
Remember that everything has to be explained in terms of something besides itself, 

namely, all that provides its context and provenance of being: this is all that “transcen-
dental relation” means. The expression “transcendental relation” is not quite literal, 
because what it names are subjects of existence with their subjective characteristics — the 
whole dimension of subjectivity or esse in within the order of ens reale, in a word — not 
relations as such.34

But one among the many things to be explained is what exists not as or within an indi-
vidual, but with its whole being between or “toward” other things, esse ad: this is what “re-
lation” or “pure relation” or “relation as such” signi fies.35 A relation as such may exist in 
the environment or objectively in thought. When it exists in the environment it is called a 
“physical relation”, also a “mind-independent relation”.36 When it exists in only thought it 
is called a “mind-dependent relation”, a “purely objective relation”.37 Mind-independent 
or physical relations, because they belong to the category of real being, are also called 
“categorial relation” or “predicamental38 relation”. Thus “categorial relation”, “physical 
relation”, “mind-independent relation”, and “intersubjectivity” are synonymous terms.

“Ontological relation”39 is the term used to express the fact that a relation may 
have a source in nature or in thought, but in either case the relation as such remains a 
pure relation, suprasubjective respecting the esse in of ens reale. And, finally, “objective 
relation” simply means a relation existing as known — whether materially (i.e., without 
being itself directly the object of an awareness) or formally (i.e., as itself a distinctive 
part of the objectivity the human animal considers)40 — regardless of whether it exists in 
nature as well as in thought or only in thought. Thus, a mind-independent relation may 
or may not be an objective relation, and an objective relation may or may not be a mind-
independent relation. The same for an ontological relation: it may or may not be known. If 
known and mind-independent in its circumstances, the relation will be objective as well 
as physical; if not, the relation will be purely phys ical.

With these terms refreshed, let us take up the discussion of relation at the point 
where the Latins themselves focused on it in passing from the so-called Dark Ages to 
the so-called High Middle Ages of Aquinas and Scotus. The dispute, remember,41 cen-
tered on whether in the phys ical world there were only transcendental relations, i.e., 
ontological subjectivity in the sense considered by Ockham (and nominalism generally 
after Ockham).42 According to one side in the controversy that developed after Boethius, 

34 See Chapter 4, p. 101.
35 See Chapter 4, p. 100.
36 See Chapter 4, p. 100.
37 See Chapter 4, p. 101; now most extensively in Deely 2009b.
38 “Praedicamentum”, remember, being the Latin term for “category” considered in relation to 

linguistic expressions univocally predicable or “able to be said” of objects which have as well subjective 
existence and being.

39 See Chapter 4, p. 103.
40 The crucial point Poinsot distinctively singles out in the “First Preamble”, 66/46–68/34, to his 

1632a Tractatus.
41 See Chapter 4, “Purely Objective Relations”, p. 101.
42 A reviewer of the manuscript at this point remarked that “the discussion of ‘transcendental 

relation’ seems to reduce ‘real’ re la tion to physical categories, thus bypassing the mediaeval discussion 
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categorial relations, supposedly physical, are not so. That is a mistake. There are no 
physical relations. So-called categorial rela tions are, in reality, only comparisons made 
by the mind, relationes rationis, in the consider ation of objects. As thoughts they are real, 
but as what is signified in thought, as objective, they are purely objective, that is to say, 
objective without any mind-independent counterpart, without any intrusion of physical-
ity within the objectivity. This last was a view which, as we have seen, came widely to 
be held among those later Latins who came to call themselves “Nominalistae”, that loose 
confederation of thinkers that came to be especially (but not exclusively) associated with 
the work of the 14th century scholastic William of Ockham.

of ‘transcendentalia’ in precisely their trans- or meta-physical scope, all but two of them (ens, res) 
being ‘extrinsically’ relational but not thereby necessarily physical”. So one has to realize that the 
discussion of the term “physical” among the Latins above (see Chapter 9 above, p. 296ff.) needs further 
clarification. I expand the text of the following paragraphs to try to make clear why the notion of 
“transcendental relation” is synonymous with the subjective categories of physical being (substance 
and its inherent accidents), in sharp (but overlapping, and therein lies the difficulty) contrast with the 
transcendentalia, the so-called “transcendental properties of being”, which, like relation itself, exceed 
the subjective order without being reducible to fictions, to purely objective entia rationis.

But what needs to be noted here is that the rationale of what came to be called, after Aquinas (nota-
bly c.1256–1259: Quaestiones Disputatae de Veritate, q. 1c., as we saw in Chapter 8), the “transcendental 
properties of being” or transcendentalia is neither that of the relativum secundum dici seu relatio transcen-
dentalis, the “trans cendental relative”, nor that of the relatio secundum esse, the “ontological relation”, 
for both of these pertain to the expression of ens primum cognitum as restricted to special modalities, 
the modalities of subjectivity and suprasubjectivity. The transcendentalia or “transcendental properties 
of being”, by contrast, pertain to the expression of ens primum cognitum not as it contracts to distinct 
modalities of this or that kind but according as it enfolds all the beings of experience in common or 
general modalities which, as “general” or “common”, pertain to all beings insofar as they are capable of 
existence. And just as beings are capable of existence according to both subjective and suprasubjective 
modalities, so the transcendental properties of being in general follow upon not one or the other but 
upon both of these rationales of possible existence.

Insofar as a being has a rationale of existence, regardless of whether the rationale in question be 
subjective (esse in) or inter sub jec tive (esse ad), a being is said to be, in general, “a thing”, res, just as it 
is said to be “a being”, ens, insofar as it exercises a rationale of existence. And any being considered 
in terms of the rationale according to which it exercises existence, whether the existence exercised 
be subjective or suprasubjective, is said to be “one thing”, unum. And this one thing, if contrasted 
to anything or everything other than itself, is said to be “something”, aliquid, that is to say, “other” 
(aliud) than what makes up the rest of the world (quid), or “something other” (aliquid aliud). Finally, 
any one being can be considered in relation to any other being in terms of desire, whence it is said 
to be “good”, bonum; or in terms of cognition, whence it is said to be verum, or “true” (which can be 
further subdivided as providing the basis for what is known, as consisting in what is known, or as the 
expression of what is known [cf. Poinsot 1643], which in turn raises the possibility of being mistaken, 
and the whole question of nonbeing, as we have seen).

So the classical transcendentals — ens, res, unum, aliquid, bonum, verum — involve both the rationale 
of transcendental relation and the rationale of ontological relation but do not reduce to either of these two 
rationales. The transcendentalia express something different: just as “transcendental and ontological 
relation” together express the totality of special rationales according to which being as first known can 
be contracted to and further subdivided within the orders of what is and what is not independent of the 
activity of the finite mind (while ontological relation as a special rationale has the further function of 
explaining how these two orders interpenetrate in experience as a consequence of the unique general 
property of being (the singularity of relation) that attaches to signs by reason of their being ontologically 
relative, making the dis tinctive action of signs, “semiosis”, possible (as we are in the process of seeing 
in this chapter), so the “trans cendental properties of being” express the general rationales according to 
which being as first known permeates and overflows all the contractions to specific or special modes. 
I hope this sufficiently clarifies the point of confusion which caused the reviewer to raise objec tion.
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The Thomists and the Scotists made up the two other main schools of late medieval 
thought, the Latin Age from the 14th to the 17th century. They held, on the contrary, 
that so-called “rela tions of reason” (or mind-dependent relations) are indeed essentially 
relative but are yet distinct from any being essentially relative in a categorial (or “predica-
mental”) sense. The reason was clearly stated by Aqui nas:43 “only things independent of 
the soul pertain to the categories”. Yet what is essentially relative in a categorial sense 
is indeed essentially relative, that is to say, based upon but not reduced to some other 
category of inherent or subjectively modifying characteristic or “accident”. So, since both 
mind-dependent and mind-independent relations have the same essence of a suprasu-
bjective “being toward” over and above their subjective foundation, basis, or ground 
in an object (or subject, if the object happens to be a physical individual as well as a 
cognized one), only circumstances external to the relation itself determine whether the 
relation itself belongs hic et nunc, “here and now”, to one or the other order. And this 
precisely is what is singular about — the singularity of — relation: its positive being is 
unaffected by the external or surrounding circumstances which determine the relation 
in its positive being to one or the other order of existence, now as ens reale, then as ens 
rationis, or back and forth according to vagaries of history.44

A given relation, “predicate”, say, may be such that it can only belong to the objec-
tive order, not by reason of its essential nature, that is to say, not by reason of being a 
relation according to the way it has being, but simply by reason of some circumstance 
extrinsic to that essential nature which prevents the given instance of relation from be-
ing realized independently of cognitive activity. But another given relation, “offspring”, 
say, is such that it can belong to the subjective order as well as the objective order, not 
as a subject, of course, but as dependent upon and really characterizing a subject — as 
an intersubjectivity, really being an offspring of that individual regardless of whether the 
fact is known, not known, or denied.

Neither substance nor any inherent accident, neither a subject of existence nor 
any of its subjective modifications, has this indifference to the distinction between the 
order of what is, and the order of what is not, capable of existence independently of 
the cognitive activity of organisms in particular or some finite mind in general. For 
though there can indeed be fictional substances and fictional subjective characteristics 
of substances, yet these are, as fiction al, essentially relative, which is not what they would 
be were they not fictional. As not fictional, subjectivity is transcendentally relative in 
contrast to ontological relativity. Not fictional being may have the character of esse in 
or esse ad, depending upon whether the real being in question is a subject, a subjective 
characteristic, or an intersubjective (so a-fortiori suprasubjective) characteristic; but a 
fictional being as such has only the character of an esse ad, a being relative to some dis-
cursive activity apart from which it would have no being at all. All fictional beings are 
entia non realia and as such pure relations; but some non fictional beings as well are pure 

43 Aquinas c.1265/6: Quaestiones disputatae de potentia, q. 7, art. 9c (Busa 3 p. 246): “in nullo autem 
praedicamento ponitur ali quid nisi res extra animam existens. nam ens rationis dividitur contra 
ens divisum per decem praedicamenta, ut patet v metaph. si autem relatio non esset in rebus extra 
animam, non poneretur ad aliquid unum genus praedicamenti, et praeterea perfectio et bonum quae 
sunt in rebus extra animam, non solum attenditur secundum aliquid absolute inhaerens rebus, sed 
etiam secundum ordinem unius rei ad aliam, sicut etiam in ordine partium exercitus, bonum exercitus 
consistit. ... oportet ergo in ipsis rebus ordinem quemdam esse; hic autem ordo relatio quaedam est. 
unde oportet in rebus ipsis relationes quasdam esse, secundum quas unum ad alterum ordinatur.”

44 See now, in Deely 2010a, Chapter 8, “Re-Evaluating the Relative”, esp. Section 8.3., “Relation’s 
singularity beyond uniqueness as a mode of ens reale”, 64–72.
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relations and as such entia realia. So entia realia, the realm of the categories, includes 
relations and more than relations; but non ens, the realm of fictions, includes nothing 
more than relations.

The categories in mainstream medieval thought are only those univocal ontological 
rationales according to which instances of physical being, whether subjective or supra-
subjective, in order to be understood, must be thought. Categorial rela tion, even though 
relative in its very definition (as is also any relation formed in and by thought, any relatio 
rationis), can yet not be reduced to any “relation of reason” because we find in our ex-
perience of objects intersubjectivities, relative aspects which are not invented by us, that 
is, essential rela tiv ities which are discovered and not created.45 Contemporary examples 
would be the order in a marching column of army ants, which is something over and 
above the individual ants as such; or the revolution of the planets around our sun rather 
than e converso (a point on which the medievals themselves were notoriously confused, 
well illustrating the essential and functional equivalence between categorial and rational 
relations as objective relations).

In Chapter 4 we have already called attention to the early discovery that catego-
rial and rational relations share alike a common “essence” or defina bil ity as something 
whose whole being consists in a reference to another.46 And we pointed out there that 
no one at the time took special note of this discovery because attention was focused 
elsewhere. In the early medieval debates over relation, the center of interest was on dif-
ferences between physical being (ens reale) and logical being (ens rationis as “second inten-
tions”). The early Latins noticed this point of similarity unique to the case of relation as 
a curiosity — curious enough to make of it passing mention, but nothing more, certainly 
not a focal point for thematization, as is required for there to emerge any doctrina signo-
rum, and cenoscopic “science of signs”. The expression they used to designate relation 
in its indifference to the dis tinc tion between mind-independent and mind-dependent 
being, we saw, was relatio secundum esse, though several centuries later “ontological” was 
proposed as a one-word translation for “secundum esse” to parallel “transcendental” 
for secundum dici. No synonyms or short versions of the relatio secundum esse expression 
were ever developed among the Latins, precisely because the point was never generally 
thematized. By contrast, a Latin stipulation was introduced to make “transcendental” a 
one-word equivalent for relativum secundum dici.

But now we have reached the point in the discussion of sign among the Latins 
where the pertinence of the development of these points concerning the theory of 
relation to the founda tions of the doctrine of signs begins to be apparent. We have 
reached the point where the whole previous discussion of relation over centuries, all 
the “loose threads” generated in other controversies, suddenly becomes directly rel-
evant to the con temp o rary controversy (I mean contemporary to the Conimbricenses, 
Araújo, Poinsot, and the other Latins of the time). Enough loose threads have been 
generated from diverse controversies on subjects other than (but inevitably involving, 
however marginally) to consider a weaving from them of a whole new fabric with its 
own distinctive pattern.

For once attention began to focus on the differentiative part of Augustine’s defini-
tion as re vised to include psychological as well as physical vehicles of signification, the 
Latin authors were forced to begin to address directly the import of the sign as a rela-
tive being. Since a sign, in every case, imports “something relative to something else”, 

45 Cf. Poinsot 1632a: 86/6–19.
46 See “The Ontological Singularity of Relation” in Chapter 4, p. 102.
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aliquid stans pro alio, what pre cise meaning is to attach to the “relative to” (the stans pro 
as an esse ad) in the semiotic case, the case of the sign as such?47

Focusing the Controversy over Signum
Given the terms of the medieval development of the notion of relative being, the 

Latin dis cussion at this turn could be given a very precise sense: Is the sign to be identified 
with a being relative in the transcendental sense (secundum dici) or in the ontological sense 
(secundum esse)? For once it is understood that the whole of the physical universe is rela-
tive at least transcendentally (i.e., in its explainability) and sometimes perhaps ontologi-
cally as well (i.e., in its very being), then it is also clear that anything relative must be rela-
tive in at least one of these two senses. The sign precisely as such is a relative being, to be 
sure; but every being that is relative is so either transcendentally only (like the organism 
whose offspring are no longer) or ontologically as well. Which is the case for the sign? 
Very soon, we will see that the late Latin discussion of sign actually came to be stated in 
just these terms.48 But, as a matter of historical fact and as we have painfully seen, only 
slowly and with much preliminary groping was this level of clarity in principle reached.

Whether the Latin author who initiated the turn of the discussion in this direc-
tion was Pedro da Fonseca himself or, more likely, the slightly later Conimbricenses 
as Poinsot’s teachers at Coimbra, the Hispanic Aristotelian school Fonseca he inspired 
most certainly did begin to frame the discussion of sign in these terms of the classical 
Latin discussion of relation since Boethius, but especially after Aquinas.49 Compared to 
the writings after the Conimbricen ses, earlier discussions of sign which speak mainly 
in terms of categorial relation (such as the 1267 De Signis of Roger Bacon) appear as 
hopelessly naive. How far the Conimbricenses had advanced in realizing the perspec tive 
of semiotic can be seen in the following remark: “There is nothing which leads to the 
cogni tion of anything else which cannot be reduced to some sort of sign”.50

Unfortunately, two points confused the developing discussion as first Fonseca and 
now the Conim bri censes influenced it. Natural signs, such as clouds or smoke, seemed 
to belong to the order of physical being, whereas conventional signs, such as words or 
monuments, seemed rath er to be entia rationis, mind-dependent beings. Transcendental 
relatives pertained to the physical order, while rational relatives pertained to the logical 
or cultural order. Hence, as we saw, Fon seca opined that “formal” signs are perhaps not 
signs in the same sense as “instrumental” signs.51 And we find that the Conimbricen ses, 
citing as their principal predecessors in this view Alex an der of Hales (1185–1245) and 
Peter of Ledesma (d. 1616), identify signs as being or being like transcendental rela-
tives in all cases. That is, they identify a sign as consisting mainly and essen tially in the 
foundation for a given sign relation. This foundation is a physical structure in the case 
of natural signs and a cultural construction in the case of conventional signs.

The discussion in the Conimbricenses’ text moves in a direction which is not quite 
the one Fonseca had envisaged, but somewhat contrary thereto. Fonseca, recall, had 

47 See p. 357n32 & note 48 following; but for the completion of this formula, consult Deely 1993a 
and 2004e.

48 Poinsot, Tractatus de Signis (1632a), Book I Concerning the Sign in Its Proper Being, Question 1 
“Whether a Sign Is in the Order of Relation”, 117/18–23.

49 Conimbricenses 1606, 1607: De Signo. See Doyle 1994 for a magnificent though brief summary, 
and now Doyle 2001 for a full exposition.

50 Conimbricenses 1607: q. 2, art. 3, p. 27.
51 Fonseca 1564: lib. 1. cap. 8; see “Fonseca Anticipating Modernity”, p. 350ff. above.
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moved in the direction of denying sign-status properly speaking to the concept, and so 
denying that sign as a general mode of being can be verified within as well as in material 
objects as seeming outside the mind. By contrast, the discussion of the Conimbricenses 
affirms that, after all, there is indeed a unified subject matter for semiotic inquiry, a 
common meaning behind the general term signum that extends to the verbum mentis, 
the concept, and the verbum vocis, language, as well as to natural objects, shmeiva. The 
unified subject matter consists in the different ways in which relations can be founded in 
the structures of subjective being; the transcendental relative, subjectivity considered as 
subject to relations for coming to be understood, as we have seen.

But the price for unifi ca tion of the doctrine of signs along this line drawn by the 
Conimbricen ses is enormous. For if this position is correct, then the whole view of sign 
as consisting in a true relation, a suprasubjective mode of being as such,52 and an irre-
ducibly triadic one at that, has been mistaken. What a sign consists in rather is the foun-
dation from which a relation provenates, a relatio secundum dici; it does not consist in the 
relation itself so provenating, a relatio secundum esse. In other words, the general mode of 
being in which sign consists is as such part of the order of subjectivity. It does not as such 
rise above or stand outside that order; it is of a piece with it — illi imbibita, “assimilated 
thereto” or “part and parcel thereof”, in Poinsot’s memorable designation.53

But if the sign does not consist in a true relation, it is difficult or impossible to 
see how it can serve as the medium of communi ca tion between two or more individuals 
of whatever species or type. For the trans cendental relation knows, in Peirce’s terms, 
only the “communication” of brute force or Secondness, that is, physical interaction 
as leaving its marks. And even though a transcendental relation may give rise to a true 
relation as supra subjective, suprasubjectivity by itself (we will see this with Kant) is not 
enough to guarantee communication. Communication requires actual intersubjectivity, 
and the only thing that guarantees actual intersubjectivity within the order of experi-
ence as involving cognition is not mind-dependent relation (which is suprasubjective 
but not necessarily intersubjective) nor even categorial relation (which is intersubjec-
tive as well as suprasubjective but not necessarily objective, that is to say, not neces-
sarily in volved within cognition). No. The only thing that guarantees intersubjectiv-
ity as a possibility realizable within cognitive experience is the indifference of relation 
(according to its suprasubjective rationale) to the exercise of existence based on na-
ture alone, cognition alone, or nature and cognition together. Ontological relation is 
neither categorial relation nor purely objective relation but the possibility of either 
and both. Transcendental relation, by contrast, is neither categorial relation nor any 
objective relation, it is rather the reality of subjective being as knowable, as able to be 
itself objectified.

52 A relatio secundum esse, a relation according to the way relation has being, an ontological relation; 
in contrast to transcendental relation, a relatio secundum dici, which consists in the various factors which 
are necessary to bring into consideration for the purpose of understanding the status of any individual 
being or event in its subjectivity within the physical surroundings.

53 Poinsot 1632a: Tractatus de Signis, Second Preamble, Article 2, 90/23–27: “Whence a transcen-
dental relation is not a form adventitious to a subject or absolute thing, but one assimilated to it [illi 
imbibita], yet connoting something extrinsic upon which the subject depends or with which it is en-
gages.” (Keep in mind here that this terminology as Poinsot determines it is determined differently in 
Suarez; but the way to a unified doctrine of signs results only from Poinsot’s establishment of the usage, 
whereas the path resulting from Suarez leads rather, exactly as does Fonseca’s determinations, to the 
modern “Way of Ideas” wherein the notion of ens reale as the “external world” goes under erasure and 
becomes a problem insoluble).
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By going the Conimbricenses’ route, the doctrine of signs is unified, but the sign 
is destroyed in the process. Augustine has won, but, on the Conimbricenses’ account-
ing, his victory proves pyrrhic. Maybe even the hopes of Fonseca to defeat the general 
notion would have been sufficiently satisfied by the awarding of victory on these terms!

Well, since the sign is triadic, it is fitting that there should be three endings to the 
Latin story that began with Augustine and took more than a thousand years to tell. 
We have seen the denoue ment of Fonseca and Ockham: Augustine’s idea was an illu-
sion. We see now the denouement of the group Fonseca founded in part, as we may 
harbor suspicion, to help settle the matter: Augustine’s idea was no illusion, but it was 
not what he thought it was either; for the sign is not beyond the order of subjectivity, 
but part and parcel thereof. The third outcome is perhaps the most satisfying one: 
Augustine’s proposal was a stroke of genius, for, without knowing how, he had put his 
finger on the manner in which the universe, at every level, from the divine being down 
to the slime mold and below, brings about semiosis, that is to say, an action of signs, 
from which follows whatever com mun i cation transpires among finite beings whenever 
it occurs — what the later moderns would more obscurely identify under the heading 
of “evolution”.

The Vindication of Augustine: John Poinsot (1589–1644)
In a tale as long as this we can afford to be brief in the conclusion. For so many 

aspects of the story have had to be told along the way that by the time we have reached 
this point we can well dispense with long preliminaries and “cut to the chase”.

Augustine of Hippo began the medieval period — the “Latin Age” — as a semiotic 
development, with a question (a whole problematic) disguised in the form of a proposi-
tion: Does the sign as the means of knowing have a being which transcends the divide 
between nature and culture? John Poinsot ended the medieval development with the 
answer finally to this question in terms that explicitly justified Augustine’s original im-
plicit proposal. Poinsot’s Treatise on Signs, essayed in the very year of John Locke’s birth 
(1632), provided semiotic inquiry, to guide its investigations, for the first time with the 
thematic realization of how there can be a unified subject matter involved with, but also 
outside of, the subjective order.

Poinsot ans wers the question bequeathed by Augustine of how the ancient dichoto-
my be tween the causal re lations linking natural phenomena to the things of which they 
are signs and the imag inary re la tions linking cultural phenomena to the things of which 
they are “signs” is overcome in the being of the sign. For the being proper to a sign con-
sists, in every case, of nei ther a trans cen den tal nor a categorial nor a rational relation, but 
simply of an ontological relation (a relatio secun dum esse as ex press ing the single defin-
able structure common to relation regardless of the cir cum stances extraneously further 
differentiating the realization of this structure as categorial or “rational”, physical or 
objective, at a given mo ment).

He had the advantage of the whole Latin tradition of discussion of relative being 
to draw on. But what was decisive was that he had the insight of how to apply the many 
distinctions of that tradition to the question so as to get a resolution. He saw at once 
that if all being is relative, but either subjectively so in the rationale of transcendental 
relativity or suprasubjectively in the ra tion ale of ontological rela tiv ity (and in the latter 
case indifferently to the question of whether the source of the relation under varying 
circumstances be thought, nature, or culture), then the question of the being proper to 
every sign as such all but answers itself by the very terms in which it has now been posed.
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The Standpoint of Semiotic
In effecting his answer to the profound question of how the being of sign is able to 

bridge nature and culture, thought and being, Poinsot begins his Treatise with exactly 
the point that Augustine’s famous and first attempt at a general definition of sign had 
presup posed. Instead of simply stating what a sign is, Poinsot asks rather what a sign 
must be in order to function in the way that we all experience it to function, namely, as 
indifferent to the distinction between real and imaginary being, truth and falsehood, or 
as conveying indifferently cultural and natural objects.54

To answer the question thus posed,55 Poinsot distinguishes sharply, as had Soto, be-
tween represen tation, which can be either self-representation or other-representation, and 
signi fication, which involves always other-representation as foundation for an ontologi-
cal relation in which relation itself the sign formally consists by presenting its terminus 
as significate (object signified).56 This distinction becomes his basis for differentiating 
between signs and objects: an object may represent itself, but a sign must represent 
another than itself: all objects are significates, i.e., other-representeds insofar as their ex-
istence in animal awareness depends upon concepts as other-representations; but these 
other-representeds as significates (or “objects”) are self-representations first of all which 
may secondarily also further represent another object than themselves, in which case they 
have become “instrumental” signs as well as objects.

When, thus, the surroundings stimulate the animal’s external sense to awareness 
and the animal in response interprets the sensations by structuring them into an ob-
ject of whatever sort, as presenting that object sensed in the first place as this or that, 
the concepts are the formal vehicles of signification; when the object thus presented 
presents yet further some other object besides itself, that object first presented is the 
instrumental vehicle of signification (i.e., functions as a sign in Augustine’s sense); and 
so on, to form the famous “spiral of semiosis” in which the lifeworld of any animal, in-
cluding human animals, consists. In either and both cases, however, it is not the vehicle 
but the triadic relation, suprasubjective and ontological, conveyed by that vehicle that 
constitutes the sign.57

54 Tractatus de Signis, Book I, Question 1, 117/18–119/9.
55 Ibid.: 119/10–124/39.
56 Poinsot 1632a: Book I, Question 1, 128/9–23: “in the rationale of something conductive or 

leading, there are two elements to be considered, to wit, the capacity or rationale of exercising the very 
representation of the thing to be conveyed, and the relation of subjection to or substitution for that 
on whose behalf it exercises the representation, .... As regards the capacity to lead representatively, we 
grant that it is not a relation according to the way relation has being, but the fundament of [such] a 
relation; specifically, it is that proportion and connection with the thing signified; but as regards the 
formality of sign, which is not any proportion and representation, but one subserving and substituted 
for what is signified, it consists formally in the relation of a substituted representative”.

Exactly the same can be said using the language of transcendental and ontological relation: 
Poinsot 1632a: Book I, Question 1, 126/24–127/4: “the formal rationale of a sign consists in this, that 
it can lead someone to the knowledge of a significate, not by an ability [to lead] in any way whatever, 
but in one subjected to and substituting for the signified and subsidiary thereto in the rationale of 
sign. And therefore, in a sign, both the capacity for moving or arousing the power and the order of 
substituting relative to that on whose behalf it stimulates or moves, are considered. And the first is a 
transcendental relation; the second, a categorial one. And it is in the second that the sign consists, not 
in the first, because the first, namely, to manifest another, also belongs to things which are not signs, 
as we have remarked in the example of light manifesting colors, of an object representing itself,” etc.

57 Recall note 35 from p. 90 in Chapter 4 above.
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Thus the representation involved in the being proper to a sign as the foundation 
for the relation of signification is always and necessarily an other-representation, while 
the significa tion itself always and necessarily consists in a relation as such over and above 
(suprasubjective respecting) whatever serves as its foundation, i.e., the relation which is 
over and above that characteristic of a material being objectified or psychological state of 
an organism upon which the relation itself is founded and from which it provenates as a 
sign relation.58 And a significate or object signified exists always as the terminus of the re-
lation whereby the sign presents what is other than itself to or for some third, such as the 
animal making use of the sign in deciding which way is home or whether this is food, etc.

In this way it turns out that not only is relatio secundum esse (ontological relation) the 
singular mode of being that makes semiosis (an action of signs) possible in the first place, 
but further that within the suprasubjectivity of ontological relation the sign relation 
differs from all dyadic relations of cause and effect by irreducibly involving three rather 
than two items, the vehicle of the signification, the signified terminus of the relation of 
signification, and the signification itself as the relation uniting the vehicle to the signifi-
cate and both to the one to or for whom the vehicle so functions59 (and this whether only 
one, two, or all three of the elements have a subjective dimension to their being along 
with what is objectively presented via the signification).60

Signification transcends from the outset — even while including something of — 
whatever exists as an individual material entity or aspect thereof. That is, signification is 
irreducible to subjective being in its entire extent, including subjective being as involved 
in self-representation (i.e., when objectified in animal awareness); for signification is 
always something over and above the foundation of the relation constitutive of sign in 
some individual being or material object, is something superor di nate thereto, some-
thing of its very nature intersubjective, either actually or prospectively. Signs act through 
their foundation, but the actual sign as such is not the foundation but the relation which 
exists over and above that foundation linking the foundation as sign-vehicle to some 
object signified.

This object signified, in turn, thus, may or may not also be an existing thing, that is 
to say, it may or may not have as a dimension of its being an indifference to whether or 
not it is signified (inasmuch as it may also happen to exist apart from the signification).61 
But this further dimen sion and status of the object, exactly as Scotus said, is a matter of 
indifference to the sign as such. For the sign as such consists purely and simply in the 

58 “To provenate” in this sense is in English a neologism derived from Poinsot’s Latin, fully defined 
in Deely 2010a: xiii–xiv.

59 For the vehicle is what provides whatever there is of “moving force” in the semiosis: see Poinsot 
1632a: 128/30–39: “the fundament of a sign does not formally constitute the rationale of the sign as 
regards that which formally belongs to subjection and substitution, but as regards that which belongs to 
the capacity for arousing or moving, just as a generative power constitutes the capacity for generating 
in a father, not the formal relation of [being] a father, which consists in the rationale of an assimilating 
principle [a principle of likeness] and of having an authority relative to the son.”

60 Compare again Peirce 1904: CP 8.332: “Thirdness is the triadic relation existing between a sign, 
its object, and the interpreting thought, itself a sign, considered as constituting the mode of being of 
a sign.” Thus, exactly as for Poinsot, the triadic relation constitutes the being of sign consisting in an 
ontological relation, while what we call “sign” in ordinary language, whether formal or instrumental, 
is rather a so-called transcendental relative (relativum secundum dici) providing the vehicle and impetus 
of that relation whereby the significate is conveyed to or for whomever it is conveyed. 

61 Cf. Poinsot 1632a: Book III, Questions 1 and 2; Raposa 1994; and most systematically set forth 
now in Deely 2009b.
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relation between sign-vehicle and object signified to or for some third — i.e., an ontologi-
cal relation effected as such through an interpretant, an actual or prospective observer, 
as we might say. This relation is not affected intrinsically by the conditions which affect 
the subjective status in reality of the object signified in any being it may happen to have 
apart from the signification.62

Thus, things are fundamentally distinct, in Poinsot’s semiotic, from objects, in that 
the for mer (things) do not necessarily while the latter (objects) do necessarily involve a 
relation to a knower. Things may or may not also be objects, and objects may or may not 
also be things. But every object signified exists as such as the self-representing terminus 
of a sign relation. Whatever exists as a thing has a subjective structure, that is to say, a 
structure indifferent to being or not being known. But whatever exists as signi fied has 
an objective structure as terminus of a relation founded upon and correlated with63 some 
sub jec tive structure of being, such as the psychological reality of a concept in the mind 
or the physical reality of a spoken, written, or gestured word. Signs mediate between 
objects and things by giving rise to objects as significates64 and by the partial objectifica-
tion of things in sensation as well as perception and intellection.65

Whence objects participate in the indifference of sign relations to being based in 
cultural or natural constructions, inner or outer sign-vehicles; and sign-vehicles are 
distinct from signs as the foundations of relations are distinct from the relations they 
found. The foundation as such may belong to subjective being or to objective being as 
terminus of another relation now founding yet another relation, whereas the relation 
as such is always suprasubjective pure and simple. So is the object as such which ter-
minates the relation, but not purely and simply; for nothing prevents this object from 
coinciding materially with some ac tual structure of subjective being — again, either 
natural or cultural.

Reaching the Type Constituting Whatever Token
Previous medieval criticisms of Augustine’s original attempt to define sign in gen-

eral, brought from the University of Paris to the Iberian university world, notably by 
Dominic Soto in the early 16th century, as we saw, had gone no further than to dis-
tinguish between signs whose relation to the object signified was founded on physical 
structures of subjectivity accessible to outer sense (the case of so-called instrumental 
signs, to which alone Augustine’s definition applies), and signs whose relation to the 
object signified was founded on psychological structures accessible to inner sense and 
understanding (the case of so-called formal signs). Despite the novelty of the terminol-
ogy, the reasoning itself of Soto and his Paris masters, when it was not nominalistic, 
amounted to nothing that could not already be found explicitly in Scotus and Aquinas. 
One of Poinsot’s contemporaries, Francisco Araújo, made express note of this point: 
“What Soto says amounts to what we find in Aquinas”.66

62 Cf. ibid.: Book I, Question 4, 166/1–180/7.
63 The correlation with the fundament gives to the terminus its objective status as extrinsic formal 

cause, some thing that does not belong to it simply and formally as terminus, but only as terminus 
opposed to (“obicitur”) the con cept or feeling as fundament.

64 Cf. Poinsot 1632a: Book I, Question 1, 122/17–123/25; Question 3, 161/24–34; Question 5, 
195/18–29.

65 See Book I, Question 6, esp. 209/34–47, 210/25–32, 211/29–213/7; and Book III, Questions 1 
and 2.

66 Araújo 1617, lib. iii, q. 2, art. 2, dubium 1: “in idem incidit dictum Magistri Soto”. 
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By contrast, the work of Poinsot advanced the discussion dramatically. The origi-
nality of Poinsot’s ad vance is underscored by contemporary testimony. In the inventory 
of Latin opinions provided by Araújo’s synoptic presentation of Latin discussions of sign 
up to 1617, Poinsot’s solution to the problem of sign is conspicuous by its absence.67 
That is to say, as of 1617, the so lution on which Poinsot was already at work and would 
propound in his Tractatus of 1632 had yet to be propounded. Poinsot showed that the 
vaunted distinction between formal and instru mental signs circulated throughout Iberia 
after Soto was in fact a consideration secondary to the pri mary consideration of the be-
ing proper to the sign as such consisting in a pure relation ac cord  ing to the way relation 
has being.68

For signs are called “formal” or “instru mental” not accord ing to what is proper to 
them as signs but only according to the representative aspect which in the sign belongs 
to the foundation of the sign relation rather than to the relation itself in which the sign 
as such exists in its actual signification.69 The same point applies, however, to the other 
main traditional division of sign into natural and conventional. Like the division of signs 
into formal and instrumental, this division, too, into natural and conventional is made 
not from the point of view of that which constitutes every sign as such, but from the 
point of view rather of that sub jective or “absolute” characteristic of some individual 
which makes of that individual the foun dation for a relation in the essential sense of 
existing over and above its subjective ground. Yet what constitutes every sign as such is 
an ontological relation triadic in character (which may be either rational and purely 
objective or categorial — physical as well as objective — depending on circum stances, 
and even sometimes one and sometimes the other, also depending on circum stances). 
And this relation is always suprasubjective, sometimes intersubjective, never subjective. 
Hence it cannot be identified with any term in the sign relation, not even that term from 
which the sign-relation primarily performs its function as vehicle for the presentation of 
something (namely, the signified object) which neither the sign vehicle nor the sign rela-
tion itself is. Never identified with any one term, in fact, the sign as such consists in the 
uniting or nexus of the three terms — sign-vehicle (that from which representation is 
made), interpretant (that to which representation is made), object signified (that which 
is represented). “By the one single sign-relation which constitutes the proper being of 
the sign,” Poinsot says,70 are the three terms of sign-vehicle, object signified, and pro-
spective observer brought into unity.

67 Francisco Araújo 1617: the series of four “Dubitatur” following the treatment of first intentions. 
In Dubitatur I Araújo gives his own view that there is not a single rationale for natural and conventional 
signs but only “an anal ogy of two concepts”, as is also the case for “signs whose signifieds exist and 
signs whose signifieds don’t exist”, which, however, leaves the doctrine of signs in essentially the 
circumstances assigned to it by the Conimbricenses.

68 Poinsot 1632a: Tractatus de Signis, Book II, Question 1, 223/1–229/38.
69 Poinsot, Tractatus de Signis (1632a), Book I, Question 3, 163/28–36, italics added: “this division 

of signs into instrumental and formal presupposes in the signs themselves diverse manners of 
stimulatively moving and representing to the cognitive power, specifically, as an external object or as an 
internal form; yet this is related presuppositively to the rationale of sign, whereas the most formal rationale 
of a sign consists in being something substituted for a sig nifi cate, whether as an object external or as 
representable within the power.” See also Book I, Question 2, 142/16–145/28, esp. 143/21–144/5; 
Book II, Question 5, esp. 271/22–42.

70 Ibid., 154/25–29: “Si vero consideretur potentia ut terminus in obliquo attactus, sic unica 
relatione signi attingitur signatum et potentia, et haec est propria et formalis ratio signi.” — “If indeed 
the cognitive power”, that is, that to which representation is made, what Peirce will later generalize 



 10 ❑ Poinsot’s Triumph: Success and Failure of the Latin Age 369

The line of argument is as novel as the conclusion to which it leads, a conclusion 
which, like Darwin’s positing of natural selection and many a great thesis of science and 
philosophy, seems obvious once it has been stated. Since rational (mind-dependent) and 
categorial (mind-independent) relations have the same essence or definable structure of 
essential relatives (secundum esse) which, as such, exist dependent upon some subjective 
foundation but as superordinate to that foundation, it matters not whether the founda-
tion be a material structure or a psychological structure or the quasi-unconscious habit 
structure of a convention: in whatever case, the foundation as such does not constitute the 
sign formally, the sign in its proper being as sign.

And whether the foundation gives rise to a categorial relation or a mind-dependent 
relation makes no differ ence to the fact that the relation to which it gives rise is what 
constitutes the sign formally as a sign. This rela tion is in either case an ontological re-
lation in contrast to a transcen dental relation, i.e., to the aspect of subjectivity upon 
which a relation depends for having existence. Moreover, whether the circum stances 
surrounding the relation in which the sign con sists make that relation to be purely ob-
jective or physical and categorial as well as objective is a matter of indifference to the 
sign as such, precisely because and inasmuch as this distinction (wheth er the sign rela-
tion is purely objective or physical and categorial as well as objective) norm ally depends 
on circumstances extrinsic to the signification. Thus a dinosaur bone recog nized as such 
functions as a natural sign vehicle, even though the objective relation to which it gives 
rise here and now, which would be categorial if the dinosaur were alive, is purely rational 
in the circumstance of the dinosaur’s now not existing.

With this identification of signs with pure relations as such medieval semiotic reach-
es its highest point of development. The question of whether signs can be identified 
with any definite class of things able to exist subjectively, whether as physical or as 
psychological realities, is defi nite ly answered in the negative. In every case, the sign as 
such, consisting in the relation between sign-vehicle and object signified to a third, is 
something suprasub jec tive and invisible to sense. Those “things” or perceived objects 
which we call signs, such as traffic lights, barber poles, words, etc., are not, technically 
speaking, signs but the vehicles of signification. The actual sig ni fication itself consists in 
the relation between the vehicles and the knowability of their objective content. Simi-
larly, those psychological states such as images or concepts called by the later medievals 
“formal signs” are not technically speaking signs but the vehicles of signification. And 
it is this unavailability of ontological relations to sense, whether categorial or not, that 
makes of all animals other than human animals users of signs unable to come to know 
that there are signs.

A New Definition of Signum
At this stage of discussion a new definition of signs may be said to be implicit: a 

sign is that which any object presupposes. Any subjective structure, whether physical or 
psychological, is never a sign strictly speaking but merely something which can enter into 
a sign relation, either as its foundation (as sign-vehicle) or as its terminus or ground71 
(as or “within” an object signified) or as its interpretant (as that to which the significate 
is presented through the sign-vehicle), or as now one, now the other, in an unending 
process of developing and changing significations — the “spiral of semiosis”. The being 

under the term interpretant, “is considered as a term indirectly attained, then the object signified and 
the power are attained by the single relation in which the sign has its formal and proper rationale.”

71 Cf. the discussion of “Ground” in Deely 2001: Chap. 15, pp. 641–643.
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in which the sign, properly and formally speaking, consists is never some object as such, 
nor is it any sub jec tivity as such. The being in which the sign properly and formally con-
sists is rather each strand in the net work of real and unreal relations in function of which 
whatever objects appear exist as objects (as nodes or termini in the network of relations 
constituting “experience”) in the first place.

The medieval distinction between “things” as what exist whether or not known 
and “objects” as whatever exists as known appears in Poinsot’s synthesis as mediated 
by “signs” as a third term of the distinction. For things cannot become fully objects 
except through psychological states and conditions. And psychological states and con-
ditions cannot exist as such save through giving rise to relations indifferently catego-
rial or imaginary (“rational” in the broadest sense of mind-dependent). These relations 
founded upon psychological states have as their terminus ob jects indifferently also physi-
cal (such as the planets and stars and whatever of the physical uni verse happens to be 
known at any given time) or merely objective (as in the case of leprechauns, dragons, 
phlogiston, and Dracula). In either case, the “objects signified” hold their place among 
the many objective features constituting the world of experience, a mixture of “nature” 
and “culture”. These objects known, in their turn, become signs of one another as new 
relations among them are imagined or discovered. And so, in the end, the universe as a 
whole, in terms of medieval semiotic theory, exactly as Peirce later projected,72 comes to 
be “perfused with signs, if it does not consist exclusively of them”. For now we see that 
there are signs and there are signifieds, and that whatever is signified not only presup-
poses an action of signs but can itself become a sign in relation to other objects signified!

One Further Augustinian Heritage: Grammatical Theory and 
Modistae as a Minor Tradition of Latin Semiotics

Beginning in the later years of the lifetime of Aquinas, various thinkers, known in 
retrospect as “modists” (“modistae”) from their emphasis on the influence of syntax on 
significations within discourse, tried to establish the notion of “grammatical universals” 
at work in language, “speculative grammar”, as they called the quest. I do not want to go 
into great detail, not because “the modistae were stupid”, as a famous scholar in semio-
tics once said of his reason for dismissing them in favor of a major allotment of time to 
Aquinas instead, but because in the end their development contributed little or nothing 
of major significance to the understanding of sign in general that finally emerged from 
the mainstream philosophi cal and logical discussions of the Latin Age. Perhaps such 
a denouement was to be expected from the detailed nature of their work entirely tied 
to that grand part of the order of ens rationis familiar to schoolchildren as “grammar”. 
Still, their idea for a gram ma ti ca specula tiva, a “speculative grammar”, caught the imagi-
nation of no less a postmodern figure than Charles Peirce himself, and is reflected at 
every point in the late-modern essays73 on “generative grammar”. It might have come 
to something; it just didn’t in fact, and there may be (I suspect there are) reasons in 
principle for the failure.

What could be a more obvious point of departure in attempting to develop a theory 
of signs than human language, far and away the most important system of significations  

72 Peirce 1905–6: CP 5.448n.
73 I say “late-modern”, in contrast to the seminally postmodern efforts of Peirce, because the end-

of-the-20th-century notions of “generative grammar” have the pure flavor of Cartesianism, as pointed 
out in Deely 2001: Chap. 17 (including notably the work of Noam Chomsky: see ibid. 727–728).
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day-to-day? Well, there are actually a number of major considerations which militate 
against this as a “good idea”; but being a bad idea is not neces sar ily proof against its be-
ing tried. And nothing so determines the specifically linguistic conveyance of significa-
tions as does the grammar, the syntax, the specific organization of a given natural 
language. Indeed, the arts of language identified in the trivium (logic, grammar, and 
rhetoric) had come to be known as scientiae sermocinales, “the word-based sciences”, we 
might perhaps say.74

By one of history’s famous ironies, the attempt to visualize a science of signs from 
the irreducibly anthro po centric and narrow base of the scientiae sermocinales, grammar 
in particular, since this has a controlling role in the more permanent (written) expres-
sion of both logic and rhetoric, came to a head in the decades between 1260 and 1280, 
the very years in which Aquinas wrote the materials that Poinsot would undertake to 
synthesize as the first theoretically unified semiotic or doctrine of signs.75 The effort, 
naturally enough, took for a master the 6th century work of Priscian (“Priscianus Cae-
sariensis”, 5th – 6th ad), the prolific and important Latin grammarian whose stature was 
hardly diminished by his having done his work in the high prominence of the imperial 
context of Constantinople. He came to exercise over the Latin Age an influence equal 
to and in some respects surpassing that of Donatus,76 whose Ars Minor (a.ad349) was 
a staple of the period and on into modern times. Priscian’s main work, the Institutiones 
Grammaticae, or “Grammatical Foundations”, in eighteen books,77 exists in a thousand 
medieval Latin manuscripts. The first sixteen books, which treat of morphology (“De 
accidentibus”), are often copied separately and given the collective title of Prisci a nus 
Maior by the Latins. The last two books treat of syntax, and are called the Priscianus 
Minor; but it should be noted that these last two books constitute nearly a third of the 
whole of the Grammatical Foundations (the “Institutions”). What would eventually at-
tract the modistae to Priscian in particular was that his familiarity with Greek gave to 
the Foundations some of the characteristics of a comparative grammar, while at the same 

74 Recall the discussion of “liberal arts” in Chapter 2 above, pp. 28–31.
75 Also elaborated in Deely 2004c, “The role of Thomas Aquinas in the development of semiotic 

consciousness”.
76 Aelius Donatus (c.ad310–380) was, if not the first, at least the second most important grammarian 

of the Latin language. St. Jerome (c.ad347–419/20), who created the Latin Vulgate bible, in fact, was 
one of his pupils. His floruit is assigned fl.ad354–463 (Holtz 1981: 15–16). We know that Jerome as a 
teenager went to Rome for study with Donatus, already famed (c.ad363), and that his work had been 
consulted since c.ad350; so perhaps we might take p.ad349 as the approximated date for the complete 
Ars Grammatica (actually Ars Donati Grammatici Urbis Romae, Ars Minor + Ars Major I–III: see Holtz 
1981: 583), a.ad349 for the four-times-shorter Ars Minor (17 pages in the Holtz edition, vs. 71 for the 
Donatus Major), which has provided the basis for fundamental Latin grammars down to the present 
day. The larger work pays more attention to syntax, the lesser to the inflected forms or morphology of 
Latin. Donatus also treated of subjects that Priscian did not touch, notably tropes, figures of speech, 
barbarisms and solecisms.

77 For reference purposes, let us estimate a composition date of c.ad526/7, using i.ad515–540 as 
the floruit, and c.ad480–c.560 for the span of Priscian’s life, using the following tentatives of reason. 
We think that Priscian was born in Algeria in the late 5th century, so let us say c.ad480. Educated in 
the school of Theoctistus, we know that he taught at Constantinople under the Emperor Anastasius I 
(r.ad491–518), delivering a panygeric for him c.ad512. Since clearly the Institutes (or Foundations) are 
a work of maturity and many years, we cannot go too far wrong assigning them to the middle floruit 
of an author of whom we know no more than that he was born in the 5th century and died in the 6th, 
adding the notion that individuals involved in his type of work tend to continue in it to the end or near 
the end, and that seldom do human individuals exceed or even reach one hundred years of life.
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time it provided a basis for the study of the “logic of language” — a “speculative gram-
mar”, as noted above.

Now the interpretation of the trivium disciplines of grammar and rhetoric in par-
ticular as scientiae found no support whatever in the Aristotelian and Thomistic currents 
of the Latin mainstream. Poinsot, for example, dismisses them from the consideration 
of his Cursus Philosophicus in two lines,78 by reason at worst of their not being sciences at 
all (in view of their having to rely on a method which is purely descriptive rather than 
probative), or at best of their object having a purely conventional structure which, so far 
as it links up with anything of nature, pertains rather to logic.

So one has almost to wonder if the progress of semiotic consciousness might not 
actually have been impeded by the fact that the first ones to embrace the idea of a the-
matically organized scientia signorum, “science of signs”, were not the mainstream think-
ers influenced by Aristotle above all after the 12th century translations, but rather those 
oriented rather toward the older Stoic and Augustinian paradigm for Christian wisdom 
out of which, it will be recalled from Chapter 2 above, the “liberal arts” tradition of both 
trivium and quadrivium sprung.

Now the greatest champion of retaining the Augustinian paradigm of Christian 
thought developed on the basis of Stoic and Neoplatonic influences, against the de-
velopment of an alternate paradigm based rather on the new Aristotelian influence as 
championed by Albert and Aquinas, was a contemporary of Thomas Aquin as, Robert 
Kilwardby (c.1215–1279), also a man of great learning and of enormous contemporary 
influence in ecclesiastical and university affairs particularly in England, where he rose to 
the post of Archbishop of Canterbury in 1272 and thence to Cardinal in 1278. Despite 
his being a fellow Dominican with Thomas Aquinas, that the work of Aquinas had in its 
time a more sophisticated or powerful foe is doubtful. When, in 1277, Bishop Stephen 
Tempier of Paris (d. 1279 September 3) issued his celebrated, or infamous, 7 March 
1277 condemnation bearing upon Thomas Aquinas among others, his brother Bishop 
Robert Kilwardby of Canterbury issued a parallel condemnation of his own, during one 
of his visits to Oxford University. It was a landmark event, all right, but one of those 
which mainly mars the intel lec tu al landscape of the time it helps to define.79

78 Poinsot 1632, Q. 27 “On the Unity and Distinction of Sciences” Art. 1 “Whence from the 
rationale of the knowable derives the specific unity and diversity of sciences”, 826b40–44: “Rhetorica 
autem et Grammatica vel non sunt scientiae, quia non procedunt demonstrative, vel non sunt rationales, 
sed sermocinales.” See also ibid. Q. 1. Art. 4, 277b5–11.

79 Gilson (1955: 385–427) devotes a whole Part and three chapters to “The Condemnation of 
1277”, which he sees as the end of scholasticism’s golden age; and he notes in particular (p. 410) that 
“The very fact that the theology of Duns Scotus is often mistaken for a voluntarism is due to his desire 
not to teach a single one of the condemned theses”. So we have another large-scale instance (cf. the 
remarks in the first paragraph of note 304 of Chapter 8, p. 275 above) of how the very structure of 
Latin texts in theology and philosophy was sometimes affected for the worse by authoritative “con-
dem na tions” issued in the name of a dogmatic authority but bearing upon matters well within the 
boundaries of philosophical freedom to explore. In pointing out these unpleasant facts along the way, 
I risk creating for at least some readers a serious misunderstanding. It has long been the custom, 
especially in Neothomistic circles, to present the impact of Christian belief and medieval theology 
upon the doctrinal development of philosophy in a wholly positive light, as transformative decisively 
of basic concepts and issues. And indeed, whether it be the freeing of the idea of creation from the 
necessary emanation Plotinus posited or the appreciation of the singularity of the being proper to 
relation in contrast to all that constitutes physical subjectivity in the reflections on the Trinity which 
found their way through Aquinas and Poinsot especially into the heart of the doctrine of signs, the 
positive influences are there and are decisive.
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Now Kilwardby appeared in his Umwelt as formidable a figure intellectually as he 
was politically. He did not by burying his head in the sand defend the old paradigm which 
made no distinction between philosophy as a pure work of human understanding and 
theology as a work of human understanding elevated by the light of divine revelation 
and sometimes too (but neither necessarily nor always) by mystical experience. To the 
contrary, whether “he was more zealous than correct”80 or not in doctrinal matters philo-
sophical, he made himself fully master of the new learning, so that when he spoke and 
acted firmly in favor of the then-long-established Augustinian paradigm of “Christian 
philosophy” (for he was a great influence at the Oxford University in particular, and took 
an especial interest in Merton College which had been founded there by one of his friends 
two years after Kilwardby arose to the archbishopric of Canterbury), he did so while 
integrating into that traditional paradigm the sources of the “new learning” that Albert, 
Thomas, and others, as we have seen, were taking in such a radically different direction.

In particular, it was Kilwardby’s view that not just Logic but all three of the trivium’s 
disciplines fall outside the Aristo teli an division of speculative and practical sciences. 
The problem, as he envisaged it, was not that grammar (or “composition”), rhetoric, 
and logic are not in their own right sciences. The problem was that these “sciences”, the 
sermocinales, have for their object signs rather than things (harking back to the division 
between signs and things introduced by Augustine in his Doctrina Christiana, as we have 
seen). He was also a great admirer of Priscian, and wrote commentaries on the gram-
matical works of both Donatus and Priscian.

The Case for a “Science of Signs” in Kilwardby Adscriptus
The earliest and strongest statement we have proposing — hardly executing, as 

Poinsot would finally accom plish, but yet explicitly proposing — a scientia signorum, 
a “science of signs”,81 comes out of a manu script dating to Robert Kilwardby’s early 

But plenty of authors have emphasized this side of the medieval development. Much of the work that 
still needs to be done is precisely the result of a largely one-sided emphasis, and a parti pris tendency 
to sweep under the rug the embarrassments of history which has so far largely intimidated scholars 
from reassessing in toto the Pseudo-Dionysian and Pseudo-Isodorean and related frauds which entered 
illegitimately into the very pattern and fabric of the Latin heritage. So strong and pervasive has this 
tendency been as to discourage even the competent few from facing squarely the consequences and 
addressing the implications both doctrinal and historical of these “high medieval” experiments in the 
manipulation and control of inquiry.

As usual, Jacques Maritain stands out from the crowd (1970: 257–400, “Un regard sur l’histoire”, 
esp. 303–343) in pointing expressly to the kind of problem and historical reassessment I have tried 
at various points along the way to indicate the need for; but if the lessons of history in these matters 
had been more learned and explored and less denied and ignored, perhaps we might not have had to 
see such a grand-scale secular repeat of them under the great empire of the Soviet Union between its 
official founding on December 30, 1922, and its official dissolution December 26, 1991; and perhaps 
too, though this may be wishful think ing, had Communism not chosen in secular form the route of 
inquisition that the religious wars of Europe had otherwise discredited we would not be seeing its large-
scale continuation today in the politics of certain totalitarian states. What needs to be learned better 
and understood more deeply is the lesson that the road of inquiry cannot be blocked without damage 
to the human good, and that is why so often in this work I point to attempts at and ill consequences 
of such blockage.

80 So opines an authority as great as Weisheipl (1967a: 533).
81 But in the medieval sense of “science” which had not yet been distinguished from but was 

used synonymous with philoso phi cal knowledge as doctrina — cenoscopic “science”, as I have said 
throughout, in contrast to science in the modern sense, ideoscopic science.
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intellectual prime in the form of Commenti super Priscianum Maiorem, “A Commen-
tary on Priscian Major”. The work in question was written probably c.1250, and 
almost certainly i.1230–1270.82 Since Kilwardby was known to have written a com-
mentary on Priscianus Minor and this commentary on the Maior contains many points 
of doctrine set out by Kilwardby elsewhere in his writings, notably in the celebrated 
De Ortu Scientiarum of this same period, it is not surprising that in the manuscript 
collections which come down to us the Commenti super Priscianum Maiorem is as-
cribed, including by at least one contemporary ascription, to the hand of Robert 
Kilwardby himself.

Nonetheless, the work is not signed as such, and the one scholar who has made it his 
business to establish authenticity and inauthenticity in the case, Osmund Lewry,83 has 
cast doubt on the authorship of this manuscript, so that its authorship must be consid-
ered at this point as strictly unknown. It may have been by Robert Kilwardby himself; it 
certainly was ascribed to Robert Kilwardby. Since the work of Lewry, a number of serious 
scholars, such as Ashworth84 or Meier-Oeser,85 have taken to referring to this work in 
terms of the “Pseudo-Kilwardby”; but this is a great mistake. We have here an anony-
mous author, not a pseudonymous one — not an outright fraud such as has been discovered 
to be the case with the Pseudo-Dionysius. There is clearly a great and important differ-
ence between an author who deliberately assumes an authorial name, and a work which 
is mistakenly by others ascribed to a name.

This difference between an author who assumes a false name, which can be done 
for a variety of reasons, normally not innocent ones, and an author who has a name 
falsely ascribed to him by accident, becomes all the more important when, as we saw 
with the twin cases of Pseudo-Dionysius86 and Pseudo-Isidore87 (which, to say the least, 
assumed a fundamental importance for the Latin Age), an author assumes another’s 
identity precisely in order to cloak the writing with attention and respect it might not 
otherwise receive. The present case of “Kilwardby Adscriptus” is the case of an inno-
cent error at most. Pseudo-Dionysius and other like misrepresentations are anything 
but innocent.

It is not a small thing to create even a prima facie linguistic parity between an in-
nocuous “Pseudo-Kilwardby” and an anything-but-innocuous “Pseudo-Dionysius” or 
“Pseudo-Isidore”. For this reason I want to suggest that this custom of referring to 
a “Pseudo-Kilwardby” be rejected before it becomes established, and that we should 
speak rather of Kilwardby Adscriptus, a “so-called Kilwardby”, an author who made no 
pretensions to being someone he was not nor even adopted a pen name, but who appears 
simply to have been misclassified (if he was misclassified) in the manuscript catalogues; 
and who appears also properly to belong in the theoretical family of works kindred in 
spirit to the authentic works of the man under whose name the mistaken classification 
has been made, under the form of a text that “reflects a middle stage”88 on the way to the 
modistae and “speculative grammarians” proper.

82 According to Pinborg 1975.
83 See Lewry 1975; also Lewry 1981.
84 Ashworth 1998: 413.
85 Meier-Oeser 1995: 603; 1997:65–72.
86 in Chapter 5 above.
87 in Chapter 2 above.
88 Pinborg 1975: 6+.
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The author of the Kilwardby Adscriptus text (be he indeed Kilwardby or, instead, 
some poor soul lost in the mists of temps perdu) discusses the idea of a general “science 
of signs” only for about thirty-two paragraphs (seven pages) in the 1975 Fredborg et 
al. edition of his Priscian Major commentary, before going off in the direction that 
would lead to the not very distant (or great) future of the modistae and “speculative 
grammarians”.89 But in this brief opening section of his text he makes in passing two 
points that will eventually, and independently, come to loom large in the mainstream 
philosophical thematization of the doctrine of signs. The first is that he sets his pro-
posed science within the Stoic triad of speculative (“natura communiter dicta”), practical 
(“voluntas cum eligentia”), and rational (“ratio”) science, just as we will eventually see 
Locke do90 in coining the name “semiotics” for the doctrine of signs. The second is that 
he proposes the division between sign and signified as a division of being itself. The 
points deserve comment in turn, beginning with the second.

Of the second point we may observe that too soon did he propose his division. Its 
prema tur ity in the climate of speculative development doomed its immediate accep-
tance. For such a division to succeed as a division of being in the late Latin context, it 
would first have to have been shown in a thematic and systematic way how the objects 
of experience depend throughout upon sign-relations in their constitution as known. 
And for this demonstration not merely some terminological distinction such as that pro-
posed between formal and instrumental signs would be adequate, as we have seen; one 
would have to have arrived at the far more fundamental understanding of this (or any 
other) division of signs in terms of relation as a general mode of being at once superor-
dinate to all subjective foundations and indifferent to provenance from nature or mind 
in the constituting triadically of the being proper to every sign as such. And the achieve-
ment, speculatively and historically, of this fundamental tracing of the roots of the doc-
trine of signs to the unique feature of the being proper to relation (relatio secundum esse, 
that is) which is the source of the possibility of an action of signs transcending or rather 
interlacing the distinct orders of suvmbolon or onomata (as synecdoche for the realm of 
culture) and shmeivon (as synecdoche for the realm of nature) through the variegated, 
ever-shifting realizations of the being proper to signum — this was the unique privilege 
of John Poinsot, to be followed, independently, and centuries later, by Charles Peirce.

Of the first point, we may observe that when the Kilwardby Adscriptus text pro-
posed, alongside natural philosophy (or physics) and moral philosophy (or ethics), a 
scientia de signis, the author was indeed antic i pat ing most or all of Locke’s conclusion for 
the Essay concerning Humane Understanding of 1690. But because he made his proposal 
partly aside from the mainstream scholastic development of Latin philosophy and espe-
cially without pre ced ing or accompanying it with the necessary clarifications in principle 
of the relations among proper and common sensibles and between concepts and objects 
as all being thoroughly sign relations, the historical privilege of naming the new per-
spective thematically proposed would remain open and, in the end, fall rather to Locke.

It is just as well. For the new perspective, as we shall further see, is not a “science” 
in the sense that modernity would appropriate but rather a “doctrine” in the sense that 
has always among the Latins dis tin guished philosophical knowledge in what is proper to 
it. Like most if not all of the major developments of human understanding, the coming 

89 The classic contemporary study remains that of Bursill-Hall 1972; see also Bursill-Hall, Ebbesen, 
and Koerner, eds. 1990.

90 See Deely 2001: Chap. 14; refer back also to the summary diagram of “Locke’s initial sketch for 
semiotic” in note 64 of Chap. 7 above, p. 169.
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to the fore of this new perspective appropriating “science” for its name would take place 
over a long interval of critical discourse. But in the end we are better off. For we begin 
now clearly to see that, so far as the sign is at issue, the development of understanding 
in question was a doctrinal one, not a scientific one — or, as we might perhaps say with 
eventually more clarity, the development in question belonged to cenoscopic rather 
than to ideoscopic “science”; and hence did Sebeok for late modern/early postmodern 
times well speak rather of a “doctrine of signs”, a doctrina signorum, than of a “science of 
signs”, a scientia de signis.91 And it was for this doctrine of cenoscopy that Locke proposed 
the name that has stuck: shmiwtikhv, in Latin “semiotica”, in English “semiotics”.

Consequent Clarifications
But we anticipate too much for the present context.92 As yet, as of the 17th century, the 

point we have currently reached in making this “backward glance” or Blickwendung over 
the text of Kilwardby Ad scriptus, the new doctrine has received, in fact, no name of its own 
beyond the generic Latin philosophical one of doctrina signorum. Locke has not yet equated 
the English rendering of this expression with shmiwtikhv, and the Kilwardby Adscriptus 
proposal for a scientia signorum has been ignored. But Poinsot has now dem onstrated, 
against all nominalistic interpretations, the unity of the doctrine soon-so-to-be-named 
semioti ca through his showing that the general being constitutive of the triadic sign relation 
is that of rela tion strict ly and properly so called, ontological relation or relatio secundum esse.

In achieving this watershed advance, Poinsot brought into new clarity a number of 
points in the doc trine of signs which had been widely discussed among the late Latins 
debating ques tions concerning the na ture or being proper to signs. The root insight into 
the possibility of “semiosis” as the action following on the being proper to signs Poinsot 
indeed found in Aquinas.93 But in Aquinas the point was illuminated by sustained reflec-
tion on, or buried in a discussion of, the Trinity, the question of how three Persons can 
be consistent with the notion of God as One. To realize and to point out explicitly the 
broader im plication for the phenomenon of communication in the fact that sign rela-
tions share in common with all relations, whether physical or cognitive and purely ob-
jective, the property of being in principle  superordinate to their foundations and hence 
always prospectively intersubjective, was a move Aqui nas himself never made. Poinsot’s 
broader application of this insight drawn from a text of Aquinas was unprecedented, as 
the long and chequered history of discussion of that same text suffi ciently manifests.94

Poinsot emphasized that, besides what they share in common with all relations, the 
relation in which a sign consists also exhibits a feature irreducible and unique to the 
sign, namely, triadicity or “Thirdness”, i.e., the involvement always of three terms.95 
This conclusion, though widely shared among the late Latin authors and all but explicit 
as early as Roger Bacon, remained much in need of clarification even after Poinsot’s un-
equivocal treatment of the point. Indeed, the third term of the sign-relation as such did 

91 Sebeok 1976: ix and following. Commentary in Deely 1978, 1982a, and related articles.
92 See Deely 2001: Chaps. 14 and 15 for full details; also Deely 2004d.
93 Poinsot 1632a: Treatise on Signs, Second Preamble, Article 2, 93/17–96/35. Here I refer the 

reader back to the series of epigrams presented on p. 2 above, illustrating this matter.
94 See the survey in the Tractatus de Signis, “Second Preamble on Mind-Dependent Being”, Article 

2 “What is Required for a Categorial Relation”, the “Resolution of Counter-Arguments”, 93/17–
96/36, which shows that the Thomistic commentators generated more bafflement than agreement in 
their exposition of this text. Further in Deely 1988: esp. Sec. G, p. 82ff.

95 Book I, Question 3, 153/1–159/22, esp. 154/25–29.
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not receive a name of its own prior to Peirce’s introduction of the term “interpre tant”, 
as we shall mention in Chap ter 12.

But Poinsot’s Treatise on Signs not only came at the very end of the medieval Latin 
develop ment,96 it came so late that the interests of modern Europe were already turned 
elsewhere. And both its novelty and decisive clarification of previously discussed insights 
was largely hidden from readers’ view by the conservative design of the philosophical 
and theological volumes into which Poinsot had so skillfully incorporated semiotics as 
if it were nothing unusual, whereas in sober truth it implied a rethinking of the whole 
notion of knowledge and experience.

Poinsot wrote — in this retaining for his work the funda mental cast of the medieval 
think er — with an eye to ordering new insights relative to past achievements as the 
dominating Latin context, particularly as expressed in the writings of Aquinas. This 
is an attitude of mind at least as difficult to relate to for postmodernity as it was for 
modernity.97 The novelty of a discovery taken on its own terms held almost no fascina-
tion for the truly medieval writer. That he found in Aquinas the fundamental account 
of why relations are indifferent to their subjective ground was everything for Poinsot. 
The originality of his ingenious application of this previously obscure insight to clarify 
the foundations of the general notion of sign, something neither Aquinas nor anyone 
else before him had accomplished, was comparatively nothing in Poinsot’s eyes, a mere 
detail to be brought to the fore within a vast phil osophical synthesis worked out before 
him. Never mind that it implied a reworking of that synthesis from its foundations in 
human experience as the source and measure of discursive rationality.

Poinsot’s Treatise on Signs was no doubt the most stunning of the out comes of the 
Latin dis cus sions of the notion of signum launched by Augustine. For Poinsot’s work 
points to the reali zation that Augustine’s was the most original notion separating the on-
set of indigenously Latin philosophy from all that had gone before in Hellenic thought. 
Yet this decisive implica tion of Poinsot’s Tractatus passed without immediate notice, 
perhaps even in its own author’s mind, into the grave of Latin history.

But like a vampire which enters the grave to sleep but not to die, Augustine’s con-
tinually living problem in fact cannot be put to rest. It lies too close to the center of 
distinctively human existence, and the time of its fur ther unfolding would inevitably 
come. At the end of modernity, when every strategy to escape the impasse to which the 
reduction of signification to representation98 in pursuing the modern “way of ideas” had 
failed, Poin sot’s solution to the ancient problem of the sign was rediscovered by one of 
the most restless of the many think ers to become entangled in the coils of modernity’s 
commitment to idealism, Jacques Maritain. In the early 1900s,99 he began a long series 
of fundamental reflections which, little by little, brought the lost solution closer and 
closer to the light. Finally in 1985, in the context of contemporary semiotic develop-
ments, Poinsot’s work re ceiv ed its first full display in an independent edition.100 It was 
just in time for postmodernity’s full morning light.

96 Beuchot 1980.
97 See the discussion of “The Method and Literary Forms of the Treatise on Signs” in the Deely 

edition of Poinsot 1632a, pp. 417–420, esp. 418n27.
98 In the terms of Aquinas and Poinsot, the reduction of relatio secundum esse to relatio realis, and 

of relatio realis to relatio secundum dici — the essence of Nominalism, as Poinsot himself noted (1632a: 
80/18–20).

99 Details in Deely 1986.
100 The 1985 Deely edition of Poinsot 1632a.
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The End of the Story in Latin Times and Its Opening to the Future
The story of medieval semiotics (or protosemiotics, as might also be said101), in 

sum, opens with the positing of the first notion of “sign” in the contem po rary sense 
made by Augustine in the fifth century. The story develops through a complex and rich 
discussion of the foundational notions involved therein. This development reaches its 
highest point in Poinsot’s resolution of the main problem raised by Augustine’s notion 
of sign: the problem of how there can be a being common to signs as involved in natural 
phenomena and signs as involved in the phenomena proper to culture and psychology.

After Poinsot, the Latin discussion of signs continued among Latin authors even up 
to the 19th century. But this discussion no longer affected or formed part of any main-
stream. The change would not have been evident to those living and writing at the time. 
But in hindsight, there is no mistaking that the once-mainstream currents that had fed 
the growing of a semiotic consciousness among the Latins swirled off into side chan-
nels and became little more than intellectual eddies of a dying age. These eddies were 
intricate, interesting, and for a time after Poinsot appeared to increase; but in fact the 
whole development was leading off to one side of what was to become philosophy’s next 
mainstream development.

And none after Poinsot have been brought to light so far who rose to the under-
standing of the manner in which grasping the essential type of the sign ren dered all 
possible identifications of sign tokens defini tively subordinate.102 Latin authors such as 
Mastrius and Bellutus in the Scotist school,103 Comas del Brugar among the Jesuits,104 
Makowski in Poland,105 continue to treat of signs as if the terminological distinction 
between “form al” and “instrumental” signs were the main point at issue, or the most 
illum inating theo ret ical concern. In fact, as we have seen, so far is this distinction from 

101 For the reasons spelled out in Deely 2006a and 2009.
102 This remains as unhappily true of scholars today in reviewing the critical edition of Poinsot’s 

Tractatus as it did of his con temp oraries in reading it. Meier-Oeser (1997: 215) says that “Diese Stelle 
ist für Deely’s Poinsot-Interpretation von zentraler bedeutung” — but instead of referring to the 
central doctrine of the triadic relation constituting sign being an ontological relation indifferent to 
provenance, he is referring to the fact that the literal appearance of the words “de signis et notitiis” 
occurs in earlier authors as well around Poinsot’s time, concluding that thereby is belied Poinsot’s 
originality of doctrine! Meier-Oeser’s work in this regard is reminiscent of Krempel (see my remarks 
on Krempel in Deely 1985, passim) for a combination of historical thoroughness in attention to detail 
with doctrinal obtuseness in appreciating what is at issue conceptually and as a matter of philosophical 
doctrine. And we saw in passing in Chapter 9, p. 307ff., a handful of other critics succumbing to what 
we have termed this “nose of wax fallacy”.

103 A later contemporary of Poinsot, Bartholomaeus Mastrius (1602–1673), whose name in Italian life 
was Bartolomeo Mastri (see Crowley 1948), dealt with the sign in three places: the formal/instrumental 
sign distinction is discussed in his Disputationes in Arist. Stag. libros De Anima of 1643 (pp. 380–404, 
d. 6, q. 3 “De intellectione ac verbo mentis”) and in his Disputationes in Organum Aristotelis 1646 (pp. 
4–11, Institutiones, pars 1, tr. 1 “De terminis ac eorum affectionibus”; and 239–291, d. 2 “De vocibus et 
communibus earum affectionibus”); in his Disputationes in quartum librum Sententiarum [Petri Lombardi] 
of 1664 (pp. 1–11, In IV Sent., d. 1. q. 1 “De natura et essentia sacramenti in genere”) he discusses the 
“practical sign”, as was customary in those times. Cf. Poinsot 1667: Q. 60 “De Sacramentis”, Art. 1, 
esp. Dubium Primum, Secundum, et Quintum; Art. 2, esp. Dubium Primum.

104 Comas del Brugar 1661. This work, for its date astonishingly traditional in the cosmological 
images it relies on, is yet notable for achieving some advance in the semiotic organization of logic. See 
the discussion in Deely 1988.

105 See Makowski 1679: 278; biography in Hajdukiewicz 1974.
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the heart of the matter that even nominalists who effectively destroy the general notion 
of sign can be found paying lip-service to the distinction. And Meier-Oeser shows106 
that even this discussion after Poinsot increasingly moved in the direction Fonseca had 
indicated, to wit, that of making all signification instrumental, of reducing concepts to 
representations directly known as objects — the key to modernity as “rationalism” and 
“empiricism” as having provided the common presupposition of Descartes, Locke, and 
Kant in synthesizing Rationalism and Empiricism in his own “critical philosophy”.

Even so, given the history, one would have expected to find Neothomistic authors 
who picked up the loose ends of semiotic in the Latin Age and reintroduced the sign to 
late modernity. But such is not the case. Generally, when the neoscholastics treated of 
signs at all, their preoccupation with the realistic aspect of Latin philosophy led them 
into a diversion. Understanding neither the nomi nal ist origins of the form al/in stru-
mental sign terminology nor the foundational issues that terminology glossed over, 
these authors managed to delude themselves into thinking that they had found in the 
distinction of formal from instrumental signs some kind of short-cut to scholastic re-
alism.107 Yet in fact it was not the doctrine of formal signs but the doctrine of sen sation 
as independent of icons, together with the doctrine of relations as mind-in de pendently 
real, that formed the heart of scholastic realism, as both Peirce and Maritain well saw 
and stated. And indeed, with the just-mentioned exception of one little noted but radi-
cal aspect of Maritain’s reflections on sign, it is only in contemporary semiotic develop-
ment as it stems principally from the work of Charles S. Peirce that anyone picks up 
the threads of medieval semiotics to resume the discussion pretty much from the point 
where modern thought prematurely foreclosed the mainstream Latin development. As 
medieval semiotics began with one of the last of the Fathers and first of the mediev-
als, so contemporary semiotics begins with one of the last of the moderns and first of 
the postmoderns. In these terms, semiotics may be said to represent the main thrust of 
postmodern thought insofar as this designation has a positive content and a relevance to 
previous philosophy.

But fully to appreciate how a new development of a semiotic consciousness is the 
main thrust of postmo der nity presupposes first a detailed look at the modern inter-
lude — or, perhaps better to say, at “the modern underside of philosophy in an age of 
science” — which we have not place for here.108 Suffice to note that Poinsot’s Treatise 
on Signs comes from the press only the year before the 1633 condemnation of Galileo, 
bracketed on one side by the 1631 appearance of Descartes’ Rules for the Direction of the 
Mind and five years later by the same author’s 1637 Discourse on Method. The “modern 
period” has barely begun when quickly philosophy comes to play Mr. Hyde to Dr. Jekyll 
as the figure of science reading the book of nature in observational and mathematical 
terms. For while the pro tag onists of the nascent sci ence in the modern sense (ideoscopic 

106 Meier-Oeser 1997: “Der Zeichenstatus der Konzepte”, pp. 251–262; also Ch. VI, pp. 337ff.
107 A discussion of late twentieth century authors who tried to reduce the doctrine of signs to a 

mere abutment of realism in the controversy with idealism can be found in Deely 1976: 15 and 1978a. 
Exactly why the doctrine of formal signs by itself — that is, divorced from a larger context of a doc trine 
of signs as grounded in the ontological singularity of relation and the doctrine of sensations as logically 
prior to the involvement of icons in cognition — is useless in such an abutting role is pointedly stated 
by Poinsot 1632a: esp. 311/23–312/6. The matter is discussed in Deely 1994a: 83 note 38, and at 
length in Deely 2009. But the reasons can already be gleaned from what is said in Chapter 8 above 
concerning the primum cognitum in general (p. 253ff.) and the role of mental icons in sensation and 
perception in particular (pp. 256–259).

108 For this matter see Deely 2001: Part III.
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science) are convinced they are finding ways and means to advance together the under-
standing and control of nature, the protagonists of philosophy fail fully to grasp the 
cenoscopic nature of their heritage and become convinced rather that sci en tific necessi-
ties are and cannot be other than shadows and projections of the mind’s own workings.

For want of a doctrine of signs, modern philosophy takes an “epistemological turn” 
that leads the mind into and upon itself. The moderns can find there neither windows 
nor doors opening unto the realm of any mind-independent being such as the ancients 
and the medievals (together with the founders of modern science) had fancied them-
selves to discern. The modern period proves to be one of the shortest of the Ages of 
Under stand ing so far, and with reason; for it provides us with by far the strangest tale 
of any length in the long history of philosophical discourse. The ancient way of things 
expanded in medieval times to a philo sophy of being; but that expansive vista contracts 
in modern times to a “way of ideas” which knows no outlet. The scientific Dr. Jekyll and 
the philosophical Mr. Hyde emerge together from the shadows of the passage between 
the Latin Age and the modern interlude to postmodernity, but the former figure devel-
ops well the realist heritage of Greek and Latin cenoscopy as requiring for maturation 
a full-scale ideoscopic development109 while the latter figure becomes full-scale autistic!

But as for Latinity itself, the disaster of the Galileo trial was a “straw that broke 
the camel’s back”. The method of the Scholastics fell into disrepute, as did the author-
ity of Aristotle. Works developed in that context fell into the same disrepute, and in 
that fashion the development of semiotic consciousness which had spanned the Latin 
centuries from Augustine through Aquinas to Poinsot, contemporary with Galileo and 
Descartes, was deprived of its natural maturation, the works presaging it ignored and, in 
short order, forgotten. Poinsot’s Tractatus de Signis was one of these. As a result, it never 
achieved familiar status among the early moderns, never came to be understood in its 
central and quite revolutionary doctrine that the reason why signs transcend the divi-
sion of nature and culture, inner and outer, is the same reason why they make possible 
truth as a correspondence between thought and being: because relation according to its 
proper nature remains unchanged when the surrounding circumstances which one time 
make it mind-independent so change that the relation becomes rather mind-dependent 
with positive essence objective ground unchanged.

109 See Ashley 2006, reviewed in Deely 2009c.
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Chapter 11

The cRash and BuRn of scholasTicisM,  
c.1600–1650

As we saw, the Latin Age of philosophy had its beginnings in a basic loss of contact with 
the original sources of philosophy in the Greek language. The Latins perforce had to 
begin anew, and the first thinker of genius to turn his hand to the task without the ben-
efit of access to Greek was Augustine. Less than a century later, Boethius, the last Latin 
really to know the Greek language, himself passed away, having translated for the Latins 
little more than the logic of Aristotle — and even this little lay largely neglected after 
Boethius’ death. Whence the “dark ages”, which first Charlemagne sought to counter, 
then shortly after the Latin civilization had regrouped enough to begin something really 
new: an institutional base for forming a community of inquirers, what has come down 
to us today as the university.

The universities needed a curriculum, and though they could not base their teach-
ing on the Greek language, yet fortuitously, the civilization of Islam had over the 9th 
and 10th centuries created centers of learning of its own where Greek writings, mainly 
of Aristotle, were translated into Arabic and also Latin (albeit not by Islamic scholars, 
but by subordinated Christian and Jewish scholars in Baghdad and Seville); and by this 
indirect means, right about the time the university as an institution was coming into 
being, the vast range of the work of Aristotle also became available to the Latins. In 
effect, those writings became the basis of the university curriculum in the arts, and the 
“commentary tradition” with which the notion of Scholasticism is mainly identified was 
underway. Aquinas came almost at the very beginning of this commentary tradition. 
Indeed, his main teacher, Albert the Great, was the first to comment on the whole range 
of Aristotle’s writings. Albert had the temperament of a modern scientist, but science 
in the modern sense did not yet then exist, so Albert’s own basic orientation remained 
anomalous even in the then-new university world.

But of course the influence of Albert on Thomas Aquinas was profound, no more so 
than in Aquinas’s own understanding of the animal origins of human knowledge and the 
importance for intellectual development of understanding the physical surroundings. 
Physics, not metaphysics, was the main philosophy focus in the university curriculum of 
the Latin Age. Indeed, independent treatises on metaphysics would not even be written 
until near the time of Francis Suarez. Thomas by temperament had as much of ceno-
scopic bent as did Albert ideoscopic,1 but he fully appreciated that even cenoscopy can reach 
its full maturity only as ideoscopy develops:

1 The medievals themselves had two terms, synonyms, for science: doctrina and scientia. Sebeok 
(1976: “Preface”) has suggested that we use the former term “doctrina” for cenoscopic knowledge, and 
reserve the latter term “scientia” for science in the modern, post-Galilean, sense; and this suggestion, 
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The aim of natural science is that which appears primarily in sense perception ... for the 
natural scientist does not seek to know the nature of a stone and of a horse except in 
order to know the reasons of those things which are perceived by sense. For it is clear 
that there cannot be a perfect judgment ... of natural science concerning natural things 
if sensible things are ignored.2

St Thomas — no doubt under Albert’s influence, and even though Aquinas’ own fo-
cal interests were not strongly ideoscopic at all — saw the investigation in detail of the 
causes at work in the natural world to be the proper maturation of philosophy of nature, 
and that in turn to be the preamble sine qua non for metaphysics.3 He would have re-
garded the work of Galileo and Newton, as would have Albert, in quite a different light 
than did the Scholastic authorities of the early 17th century, who foolishly and naively 
considered cenoscopic knowledge to be not merely presupposed to ideoscopy but su-
perior to and adjudicative of properly ideoscopic results.4 The “physics” of Aristotle, or 
philosophia naturalis, was not only the main focus for understanding the natural world of 
ens reale but it was perforce in Latin times of a mainly cenoscopic character. Not until 
the experimental orientation of Galileo and the mathematization of the results of ex-
perimental observations — such as those Galileo used to prove that all bodies (contrary 
to “common sense”) fall at the same rate, or that pressure upon an enclosed fluid trans-
mits equally in all directions, or that the sun has spots and other planets besides earth 
have moons, etc. — began to be generally pursued (that is to say, not until the transition 
from cenoscopy to ideoscopy got well underway) could the crucial change in world-view 
between modern and premodern conceptions begin to develop. That crucial change lay 
in the discovery that, contrary to all common belief among Greeks and Latins, matter 
is the same in the heavens and on earth, and “coming to be” (“generation”) and “pass-
ing away” (“corruption”) pertains to the whole of the physical universe, and not just 
to individual substances on earth (“the sphere below the moon”). Cenoscopy not only 
matures in the development of ideoscopy, but without that development — a lesson still 
not learned by many in philosophy today — cenoscopy itself could remain in no more 
than an adolescent condition.

But the Latin Scholastics, as a group, like most adolescents, preferred their condi-
tion as it was, never mind some future maturity! The cenoscopic theologians of the 16th 
and 17th centuries defined “witches” theologically, and lit the skies with their burnings. 
The cenoscopic philosophers of the time teamed up with those theologians to light the 
skies with their burning of Giordano Bruno as the 17th century opened, and the theolo-
gians on their own gleefully added Antonio de Dominis5 to the pyre in 1624, just eight 

which struck me as ingenious at the time (see Deely 1975a, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1982: Appendix I, 1986a), 
I now see in the same brilliant light but further enhanced by this cenoscopic/ideoscopic terminology as 
providing for a way at last to ditch the appeal to the thoroughly discredited notion of “common sense” 
in relation to the foundation of philosophy, as I have set out in Deely 2008.

2 Thomas Aquinas, c.1266: Summa theologiae 1.84.8c: “ita naturalis scientiae finis est quod videtur 
principaliter secundum sensum ... naturalis non quaerit cognoscere naturam lapidis et equi, nisi ut 
sciat rationes eorum quae videntur secundum sensum. manifestum est autem quod non posset esse 
perfectum iudicium ... scientiae naturalis de rebus naturalibus, si sensibilia ignorentur.”

3 See Deely 1984; Ashley 2006; and Deely 2009c (reviewing Ashley in the line of Deely 1984).
4 The literature is huge. Let Blackwell 1991 be but a beginning.
5 Even more gruesome if, after a fashion, less cruel than the burning alive of Bruno, was the 

“burning dead” of the Archbishop Marco Antonio de Dominis on 21 December 1624. (Having died 
and been buried in September of that year, his body was exhumed for display during the trial of his spirit 
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years after Cardinal Robert Bellarmine engineered the official and ignominious Vatican 
declaration that to teach that the earth moves relative to the sun is to engage in heresy 
of a magnitude warranting imprisonment or death.

Descartes, one of the most prescient of the early moderns in seeing the need for 
ideoscopy, especially in terms of the application of mathematics to our understanding 
of nature, as we earlier mentioned, warned (as part of his “Third Rule for the Direction 
of the Mind”6) against the Latin Scholastic authors that “there is a great danger lest in 
a too absorbed study of these works we should become infected with their errors, guard 
against them as we may.”

Thus the Latin Age of philosophy, just as it reached its highest cenoscopic achieve-
ment in Poinsot’s establishment of the doctrine of signs, as also more generally in his 
synthesis of the best results of the Latin cenoscopic achievements in the five volumes 
of his Cursus Philosophicus, also brought upon itself ignominy in its immature adolescent 
attitude toward the requirements and necessity of ideoscopy (a lesson many self-styled 
“Thomistic” philosophers in particular have not learned to this day). With good reason 
did Descartes recoil in horror at the news of Galileo’s condemnation, rushing to block 
the publication of his own work on the heavens. Even Poinsot suppressed his own ceno-
scopic assessment of the state of astronomy in the wake of this news.7

Latin Scholasticism, begun as a tradition of commentary upon the greatest of writ-
ten works, Scripture and the Church Fathers in theology, Aristotle especially in philoso-
phy, advanced over the centuries between Aquinas and Poinsot into a series of highly 
technical and carefully focused “questions” of cenoscopic character.8 In the matters of 
common concern to cenoscopic doctrine and ideoscopic science in the area of “phys-
ics” (the general understanding of the natural world),9 as the Latin Age progressed, the 
actual texts of Aristotle receded more and more into the background. In the time of 
Albert and Aristotle’s entry upon the Latin scene, the Scholastic professors felt obliged 
to comment more or less on the whole Aristotelian corpus. But as more difficult points 
emerged as “disputed among the doctors”, these points of difficulty as “special ques-
tions” came more and more to occupy the whole stage.

But it was not simply a question of “progress by deepening insight” in contrast to 
“progress by substitution”, as Maritain has suggested. It was more a question as Des-
cartes pointed out10 of “progress by deepening insight” all-too-tainted by “the way of 
[Scholastic Latin] writers, whenever they have allowed themselves rashly and credulously  

for “relapse into heresy”. Convicted in absentia (as it were), his body was tied to a stake and set aflame. 
Still, he must have suffered incomparably less than did Bruno in burning alive eight years before.

6 Descartes 1628, vol. I, p. 6, of the Haldane and Ross trans.
7 See the “Editorial Afterword” to the 1985 edition of Poinsot 1632a for details (Deely 1985: EA 

402–404, 439).
8 See the giant foldout diagram of the Scholastic “Curriculum of Arts” at the University of Alcalá 

in Poinsot’s lifetime: in the 1985 edition of Poinsot 1632a, pp. 371–376. This university, founded 
as a “studium generale” in May of 1293 (the original status of universities in the high middle ages, 
including Bologna and Paris), received its current name (Universitas Complutensis, in Latin) and full 
university status in 1499 from Pope Alexander VI, at the request of Cardinal Ximenes. In October of 
1836 the university was moved to Madrid and its name twice changed but restored in the 1970s. As the 
21st century opened, the “Complutense University” is the largest in Spain.

9 See Deely 1984 on how semiotics provides the “framework and direction” common to the 
cenoscopic and ideoscopic concerns in matters of “natural philosophy”. Also now Ashley 2006 and 
Deely 2009c.

10 Descartes 1628, vol. I, p. 6, of the Haldane and Ross trans.
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to take up a position in any controverted matter, to try with the subtlest of arguments 
to compel us to go along with them”, not to mention surrounding their disputes “with 
ambiguities, fearing, it would seem, lest the simplicity of their explanation should make 
us respect their discovery less, or because they grudge us an open vision of the truth.”

So it came to pass that the transition from Latin to the national languages of mo-
dernity was not a smooth transition, expanding cenoscopy as and where appropriate 
into ideoscopy within the perspective of the doctrine of signs as the standpoint required 
equally for the understanding of both, but a harsh and revolutionary transition in which 
ideoscopic science had to make its own way unaided but rather impeded by philoso-
phy’s cenoscopic character. The modern philosophers, instead of developing semiotics, 
developed rather “critical philosophy” as “epistemology”, undermining semiotics and 
spreading skepticism concerning even the results of ideoscopic science with the Kantian 
teaching that things in themselves are in principle forever unknowable.

Modern philosophy was a revolution against Latin Scholasticism, all right, a revo-
lution provoked and more than merited by the obtuse refusal of the Scholastics to see 
that beyond the “books of men” lay the “book of nature” as something to which the 
human intelligence is properly ordered to investigate in detail and not just in broad 
outlines — as not only Albert and Aquinas but also Roger Bacon and Francis Bacon and 
many others had pointed out along the way.11 But the revolutionaries misunderstood 
their mission, not on the side of science, but on the side of philosophy, and delayed by 
well over two centuries the development of semiotics which should have and could have 
maintained the proper proportions between cenoscopy and ideoscopy as the latter came 
into its own.

So it happened, tragically, that the Latin Age of “medieval philosophy” came to an 
end, not in the blaze of glory that was the semiotic of John Poinsot, but in the blaze 
of inquisition burning Giordano Bruno alive in 1600 and Antonio de Dominis dead 
in 1624, in the crash and burn of colluded authorities civil and religious abusing their 
powerful role to stifle rather than promote the inquiry natural to the human intellect, 
which is to come to understand “that which appears primarily in sense perception”, as 
Aquinas said; for the human animal “does not seek to know the nature of a stone and of a 
horse except in order to know the reasons of those things which are perceived by sense”.

Indeed, the lesson that commentary upon texts, “sacred” or “secular”, is no sub-
stitute for natural investigation and inquiry has still to be learned by many today, even 
as we cross the threshold beyond modernity into the postmodern and global epoch of 
intellectual culture. Indeed is the human animal “discursive” rather than “comprehen-
sive” in its intellectual life — that is to say, slow to learn. Not until Charles Sanders Peirce 
would a modern thinker reject Descartes’ advice to not read the Latins carefully, with 
the happy result that Peirce rediscovered from the Latins their hard-come-by opening 
unto the Way of Signs, semiotics, upon which path the doctrine of signs places human 
inquiry as leading “everywhere in nature, including those domains where humans have 
never set foot.”12

11 The recent work of Hannam 2009 is quite useful, if a little too defensive of the indefensible 
“authorities” of the late Latin “crash and burn”.

12 Emmeche 1994: 126.
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afTeR PoinsoT (†1644): PeiRce (†1914)

“The undertaking which this volume inaugurates is to make a philosophy 
like that of Aristotle, that is to say, to outline a theory so comprehensive 

that, for a long time to come, the entire work of human reason, in philoso-
phy of every school and kind, in mathematics, in psychology, in physical 
science, in history, in sociology, and in whatever other department there 

may be, shall appear as the filling up of its details. The first step toward this 
is to find simple concepts applicable to every subject.” 

 — Charles Sanders Peirce c.1898: CP 1.1

“My view is that there are three modes of being. I hold that we can 
directly observe them in elements of whatever is at any time before the 
mind in any way. They are the being of positive qualitative possibility, 

the being of actual fact, and the being of law that will govern facts in 
the future.” — Charles Sanders Peirce 1903: CP 1.23

“Thirdness is the triadic relation existing between a sign, its object, and 
the interpreting thought, itself a sign, considered as constituting the 

mode of being of a sign.” — Charles Sanders Peirce 1904: CP 8.332

The c.1245 formula of Petrus Hispanus according to which “A sign is that which rep-
resents something other than itself to the power of a cognizing organism” had, by the 
middle of the 13th century, effectively replaced Augustine’s formula that “a sign is a 
thing which, besides the impression it makes on the senses, makes something other than 
itself come into the awareness”, even as Augustine’s formula had replaced the ancient 
formula Aristotle enunciated1 restricting signs to the natural order of physical nature: 
“anything such that, when it is, another thing is; or when it has come into being the 
other has come into being before or after; is a sign of the other’s being or having come 
into being.” Thus, just as Augustine’s formula had first generalized the notion of sign 
to include the order of cultural as well as natural objects, yet had still restricted signs 
to the order of material objects, so the formula of Petrus Hispanus has opened the way 
to including psychological states along with material objects as functioning (i.e., more 
specifically, as occupying the foreground position of the other-representing sign-vehicle 
or “representament”) in the being proper to signs, which is the establishment of a single 
relationship among three terms.

That the relationship itself among or uniting the three terms, rather than the one of 
the three terms united (namely, the term representing the signified object to the power, 

1 Aristotle, Prior Analytics II, ch. 27, 70a8.

Chapter 12
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the sign-vehicle or “representamen”), is one single relationship — in short, a triadic rela-
tionship, irreducible to any dyadic (two-term) relationship or combination of dyadic re-
lationships — and is what constitutes the being proper to signs was the further step that 
was not definitively constituted before the early 17th century Tractatus de Signis of John 
Poinsot, nor an idea visited again until the early 20th century writings of Charles Peirce.

Poinsot’s undergraduate teachers, the Conimbricenses, for sure, had already estab-
lished earlier in that same 17th century the necessarily triadic fact that three terms are 
involved in the being of signs. But even the Conimbricenses seem still to have thought 
mainly in terms of particulars, in terms of the accustomed manner of speaking of that 
particular which performs the function of representing the particular object signified to 
the particular organism made aware of that object as being the “sign” properly so called. 
Poinsot’s further move, as that of Peirce independently after him, of recognizing the 
consequence that what makes the representing particular in question be called “a sign” 
is nothing intrinsic to the particular as such at all, but rather the position that particular 
occupies (and hence role it plays) in the triadic relation itself constituting the being proper 
to signs, opened the way to the decisive next stage in the development of semiotic in-
quiry, namely, the shift from the being proper to signs to the proper significate outcome 
of that being, to the action itself distinctive of signs, or “semiosis”, as it would come to 
be called. For if it is a triadic relation as such that makes any thing be called a sign, then 
any thing which comes to occupy the representing position within the triad of united 
terms will come to be considered as “a sign”, not by reason of what it is “in itself” but 
by reason of the role it plays, the position that it occupies, temporarily and under these 
rather than those circumstances, in relation to two other terms for as long as there are 
three are united under (or “within”) a single triadic relationship. In other words, while 
no particular as such “is” a sign, any particular can become a “sign”, and does become a sign 
whenever and to whatever extent it enters into the representing role of a triadic relation 
as such constituting the sign in its proper being.

The man who took this next step, however, was not a Latin. He was a thinker far 
removed in time and place from the circumstances of the Latin Age — a thinker who 
was, we might well say, at the farthest remove possible from the Latin Age, for he was a 
man thoroughly modern by training and temperament, raised indeed on the Kantian 
Critiques, as he tells us, and of a strongly ideoscopic bent for sure. But he was also the 
man who brought modernity in philosophy to its end, precisely by picking up the ball 
— or should we say the Ariadne’s thread of Latin Age semiotic consciousness? — where 
the Latins had left it and advancing the game to the inevitable next phase.

The Point to which the Latins Had Brought Semiotic Consciousness 
before the Modern Rupture with Cenoscopy

The Latin Age had opened, as we saw, not only with the general notion of sign 
originally introduced by Augustine, but also, around the time of Boethius, with the 
introduction into the Greek idea of being the further distinction on the side of “being 
as known” (or objective being) between ens reale and ens rationis — the idea that the world 
of objects experienced reduces wholly neither to the being of things existing mind-
independently whether or not they enter into awareness nor to the being the objects 
have within awareness itself over and above whatever being they have as things of the 
physical world. Thus, in contrast to the Greek notion of being as to ojn, the Latin idea 
of ens primum cognitum, “being as the object originally distinctive of the awareness of 
human animals in its intellectual dimension”, included the distinction between objects 
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(as whatever exists as known, whether or not it also exists apart from human community) 
and things (as whatever exists, whether or not anyone in the human community happens 
to be aware of its existence), while affirming at the same time the intelligibility of the 
whole of being, of “being as such”.

In affirming the convertibility of being with intelligibility, to be sure, the Latins 
had not failed to recog nize that the “intelligibility” attendant upon ens reale as encoun-
tered through the senses, “material” being, is something that the human mind has to 
bestow upon material being within the animal experience of objects.2 But this was not 
their primary emphasis. Their primary emphasis was on the knowability of material be-
ing, an alleged knowability which eventually, in modern times, would give rise to the 
philosophical label of “realism” in opposition to “idealism”, the modern doctrine that 
the intelligibility bestowed by the human mind (“intellect” or “reason”) upon material 
things does not penetrate to their proper constitution as things existing independently 
of reason but covers them over, as it were, as snow covers dung (to borrow the memo-
rable metaphor Luther used to describe the relation between grace and human nature). 
Reason adds to the phenomenal veil of sense a structure a-priori of intelligibility; but 
this does not change the fact that the “things themselves” lie unknowably behind that 
veil, not at all revealed within it according to their proper being. Whatever the mind 
knows of things in the environment, in short, the mind itself makes. This doctrine, the 
essence of modern idealism in philosophy, was not something which the moderns origi-
nally distinguished themselves by embracing.

Far from it. The early moderns, no less than the ancient Greeks, wanted to know 
and were optimistic about the possibility of knowing “nature” — the physical environ-
ment — in its proper being, that is to say, in its mind-independent being. But they based 
their inquiry upon the doctrine that external sense, no less than internal sense and rea-
son itself, produces, in order to achieve whatever awareness it achieves, a mental repre-
sentation, a species expressa or concept (a mental representation fashioned by the cognitive 
organism itself through the activity of its organ of sense in order to specify what the 
awareness will consist in or “be of” — an interpretive other-representation theoretically 
reduced to a self-representation, in short and also divorced theoretically from any prior 
level of awareness not directly involving mental representation at all), in the technical 
terminology of the Latins. Poinsot in particular, in his foundational establishment of 
the doctrine of signs, had drawn the consequent of this position in his rejection of it 
even as the early moderns outside the Latin language were making it their very point of 
“epistemological departure”:3

since experience is the final ground into which our awareness is resolved and is the 
channel through which as through abduction4 awareness is brought into us, knowledge 

2 This was the process called in Aquinas’s day and after the “abstraction” performed by the 
intellectus agens, the distinctive activity of human understand whereby the objects of animal experience 
evaluated as attractive, repulsive, or ignorable are further seen as being what they are regardless of our 
(animal cathectic) attitude toward them, thus severing the exclusive appearance of objects in relation to 
the perceiver and opening the way to an investigation of “the way things are in themselves”. A detailed 
semiotic explanation of this process, usually left in the realm of metaphor or embarrassed silence, has 
been set out in Deely 2008, Intentionality and Semiotics.

3 Poinsot, Tractatus de Signis, Book III, Question 2, text at 310/37–312/6, and fn. 9 (from Poinsot 
1635), from which I take this summary quotation.

4 The later Latins distinguished inductio ascensiva, the getting of an idea from experience, from 
inductio descensiva, the testing of the consequences of a developed idea against experience. See Poinsot 



388 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

cannot be finally resolved save into the very object as it is in itself a thing independently 
of mind; because were awareness resolved into anything else besides the thing itself as 
acting upon the sense, as for example into an image or icon or some medium, it would 
yet remain to match this medium or icon with the thing itself as object to which it be-
longs in order to determine whether it were true or not. Whence the same difficulty of 
comparing the medium with the object of which it is the representative always remains. 
Wherefore it proves necessary to the having of experimental knowledge and evidence to 
come down to a cognition that of its own proper nature tends toward the things existing 
in themselves, and this is sentire, the cognition of external sense.

Poinsot was prescient on this crucial particular, yes, but also ignored by his con-
temporary Descartes (as later by Locke and all the modern philosophers) in his state-
ment of this aspect of the doctrine of signs — namely, that already in external sensa-
tion there is indeed semiosis (an action of signs) at work between common sensibles 
and proper sensibles in their temporally simultaneous revealing of the common sen-
sibles, but not a semiosis that depends at this level upon “ideas”, constructed mental 
representations of any variety. History was amply to prove, notwithstanding (and in-
deed because of) this modern ignoral, that Poinsot, as Thomas Aquinas before him, 
had put his finger on a consequence of the moderns’ “epistemological starting point”, 
a consequence or logical entailment of their theoretical point of departure that the 
moderns were unable to escape: if ideas as mental representations are the immediate 
objects of all human awareness, then there is no way to arrive at a knowledge of the 
constitution of beings as they exist in themselves independently of let alone prior to 
mental representation.

Contrasting Medieval and Modern Notions of Experience: 
Assessing the “Copernican Revolution”

Instead of confronting experience as a mixture of ens reale with ens rationis that is in 
principle sortable through the control of variables in experimentation, as the medievals 
ventured, the moderns found themselves obliged, however reluctantly, to place the or-
der of ens reale under erasure, and to come to terms with a doctrinal entrapment within 
the order of what for the medievals had only been entia rationis (beings as dependent 
upon being known in order to be what and as they are known to be), purely objective 
beings. If, prescissively considered within percep tion and reasoning as the irreducibly 
intuitive element tying our apprehensions to the order of ens reale, sensation as such 
directly and of itself involves mental representations, “species expressae”, as the medievals 
called them, then indeed must objects (as objects of the senses) “conform to the con-
stitution of our faculty of intuition”, i.e., to the constitution of the faculty or faculties 
of external sense involved, as Kant put it, in the “creation” of “appearances”.5 This was 
the canonical modern view, begun with Descartes, continuing with Locke, and fully sys-
tematized in the synthesis made by Kant of “rationalism” with “empiricism” reconciling 
modern mainstream philoso phy as a whole to its fate as having no access beyond entia 
rationis to knowledge of objects as also constituted of entia realia — objects as things in 
their own right.

1631: Summularum Liber Tertius, caput 2, “De inductione”, and caput 3, “De ordine et modo resolvendi 
terminos per ascensum et descensum”, 60a1–62b8; and Deely 1982: 69–75. Thus “ascending induction” 
is what Peirce terms “abduction”: see Deely 2009: 209 note 4 on terminology.

5 Kant 1787: 22.
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Had Copernicus not dared to seek the observed movements of heavenly bodies 
in the spectator’s (mistaken) thought rather than in the bodies themselves,6 we should 
never have reached the truth of the matter. Indeed. But “the truth of the matter” in 
that famous case was nothing other than the sorting out of experience to reveal that 
the movement of the sun relative to the earth was an ens rationis, an objective appear-
ance having its whole being as an objective appearance, while the movement of the 
earth relative to the sun was an ens reale, something that had come to be known yet an 
objectivity having also a being independent of the knowing in the order of subjectivities 
and intersubjectivities. The original Copernican Revolution was a classical vindication 
of the medieval doctrine that being as the object of human understanding involved 
both entia realia and entia rationis, and that experiment can succeed in sorting the two 
out in bringing us (precisely) to an awareness and knowledge of things “as they are in 
themselves”, of things in their subjective constitution as it obtains whether we come to 
know it or not.

When Kant considered himself to be “proceeding precisely on the lines of Coperni-
cus’ primary hypothesis”,7 we see now that he was profoundly deceived. For while there 
is a superficial analogy between Copernicus’ reversing the hypothesis that the heavenly 
bodies revolved around the spectator to make “the spectator to revolve and the stars 
to remain at rest” and Kant’s reversing the hypothesis that intuition must conform to 
the constitution of the objects to make “the object conform to the constitution of our 
faculty of intuition”, the consequence of this latter reversal is not to put us in a posi-
tion to verify comparatively the contributions of ens reale and ens rationis to objectivity. 
Kant’s reversal simply rules out conclusively any ability to access ens reale at all to affirm 
“what it is” beyond “that it is”. Such was hardly the case with Copernicus, or the “path 
Copernicus pursued”.

Copernicus had proposed an hypothesis to enable us to distinguish within objec-
tivity the elements of ens reale from the elements of ens rationis while affirming both as 
knowable and denying neither. Kant, by contrast, had proposed an hypothesis requir-
ing us to relinquish within objectivity any element of ens reale knowable as such, and to 
reduce the intelligibility of objects to constructs determined through and through by 
the way our own mind works a-priori, thus “determining something in regard to objects 
prior to their being given”, as Kant put it.8 To call this “a second Copernican Revolu-
tion”, then, is highly misleading.

What the first (the real) Copernican Revolution yielded was a sorting out within ex-
perience of ens reale and ens rationis. What the second (the Kantian pseudo) Copernican 
Revolution yielded was an elimination of ens reale from experimental access under any 
conditions at all.

Far from “proceeding precisely on the lines of Copernicus’ primary hypothesis”, 
as Kant imagined, Kant led us down the lines of an entirely contrary hypothesis alto-
gether. For the “primary hypothesis” of Copernicus was not that the earth revolved 
about the sun, but that the truth of the matter in the order of ens reale could eventually 
be determined. The “primary hypothesis” of Kant, by contrast, was that the order of 
ens reale cannot be objectified as such at all. For unless sensation — again, prescissively 

6 See Sebeok 1978a: “Looking in the destination for what should have been sought in the source”; 
Sebeok and Umiker-Sebeok 1981; Sebeok and Rosenthal, Eds. 1981. This was a turning point in the 20th 
century study of animal communication vis-à-vis linguistic communication as species-specifically human.

7 Ibid 22.
8 Ibid.
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considered within percep tion and reasoning as the irreducibly intuitive element tying 
our apprehensions to the order of ens reale — as such, directly and of itself, involves no 
mental representations, no “species expressae”, as the medievals called them, only then 
must objects (as objects of the senses) conform insofar to the constitution of the ob-
jects stimulating the apprehension, providing it with the specificative stimuli (the species 
impressae) occasioning the awareness in the first place. Only on this supposition is the 
“primary hypothesis” of Copernicus capable of bearing fruit in the first place — fruit 
of the very sort ruled out by the primary hypothesis Kant has asked us to adopt instead. 
Thinking to proceed “precisely on the lines of Copernicus”, Kant instead was led down 
the lines of modern epistemology, a garden path with “no exit”.

What Peirce Learned from Reading the Latins
Charles Sanders Peirce (1839–1914) was the man who fully introduced into the 

great conversa tion of philosophy the unconsidered assumption which had made the way 
of ideas seem viable to the moderns, the assumption, to wit, that the direct objects of 
experience are wholly produced by the mind itself. In philosophy, he was raised on The 
Critique of Pure Reason. He claimed to know it “almost by heart”. When he said “No!” 
to Kant, it meant something. And a good part of his reason for saying “No” to Kant, it 
turns out, was that he was unique among the late moderns in returning to a reading of 
the authors of the Latin Age, where he rediscovered the Way of Signs, and set about 
re-introducing it through his own work.

There is irony in the situation. Descartes had advised his contemporaries to stop 
reading the Latins lest they be infected by their errors, and turn instead to experimen-
tation and mathematics to find a new understanding of the world. This, of course, is 
exactly what Galileo and the line of modern scientists after, from Newton and Darwin 
to Einstein and Planck, did. But Descartes himself took not only that path (the path 
of modern science) but another path as well, what we might call the Way of Ideas or 
“epistemological path”, turning within himself and away from the senses to try and 
establish new foundations for the whole of human knowledge, based on the assumption 
that our own ideas are in fact the first and only direct objects attained in awareness. 
Even Locke, who thought that the turn away from sense was a mistake, agreed with 
Descartes in identifying all direct objects of awareness with the mental representations 
we call Ideas.9

But when Peirce turned to reading the premodern Latins, what he found there 
really did lead to a new revolution in philosophy, but one that, in contrast to Kant’s 
supposed revolution which succeeded only in isolating the human animal within its 
own private world (reducing Lebenswelt to pure Umwelt, as we might say),10 opened a 
way leading at once beyond modern epistemology (which, after all, had defined the 
whole mainstream modern development of philosophy) and leading at the same time 
“everywhere in nature, including those domains where humans have never set foot.”11 
For what Peirce picked up from his reading of the Latins — Aquinas, yes, but Sco-
tus in particular, and also from Fonseca and Poinsot’s teachers, the Conimbricenses 
— was the trail of the sign. He did not get as far as to read the Tractatus de Signis 

9 On the terminology in Locke and in the Latin thought of Locke’s era and before, see Deely 
1993.

10 See Deely 2004a.
11 Emmeche 1994: 126.
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of Poinsot, but by reading the Conimbricenses in particular he came to share with 
Poinsot some common theoretical background,12 so it is not wholly surprising that 
Peirce’s study of Latin thought in the matter of signs resulted as well in some teach-
ings in common with Poinsot. Easily the most important among the shared notions 
found alike in the work of these two men is keystone doctrine that the being of signs 
consists in a triadic relation.

In ancient times, the notion of “being” as to ojn was what the Latins took to be 
ens reale, or mind-independent being. So dominant in ancient Greek thought as later 
in Latin thought was this notion of being as before all else pertaining to the mind-
independent order of things that Aristotle, in attempting to enumerate the many ways 
in which “being” can be said, wound up drawing up a list that excluded all mythical and 
constructed beings so as to apply wholly and only to the order of what exists indepen-
dently of the human mind, in this quite pointedly anticipating the distinction the Latins 
would settle on contrasting ens reale to ens rationis.

In those days of ancient Greek thought, and still in Latin times, the conviction 
was that only individuals come and go. Not until long after Galileo’s demolition of the 
unchanging celestial spheres and the discovery that the sun was only an ordinary star 
among thousands and thousands did it begin to dawn on thinkers that species no less 
than individuals come and go, and not until Darwin did anyone really sit down and try 
to think the matter of evolution — the transformation of the cosmos itself from life-
less to supporting life, and of the planet earth as supporting life developing ever more 
complex and “higher” forms, leading to “the emergence of man” as the only animal not 
only dependent upon the use of signs but capable “slow by slow” of learning that there 
are signs — the semiotic animal.

From Res Cogitans to Semiotic Animal
There is a simple reason why not only human beings are “thinking things” but only 

human beings are semiotic animals, even though all animals are semiosic, i.e., depen-
dent upon the action of signs for successfully navigating their environment over the 
course of life. Only human animals are capable of understanding realities that cannot be 
directly illustrated in sensation. Related things as objects can be directly illustrated in 
sense-perception, but the relations themselves as distinct and distinguished from whatever 
it is that is related cannot be directly instantiated.

Whence all animals recognize signs in the sense of sign-vehicles or “representa-
mens” (it was in precisely such terms, as we saw above, that Augustine of Hippo pro-
posed his initial definition of “sign in general”); but signs in this sense are “signs” only 
by reason of occupying the foreground position of representing another to or for yet 
some other still — some “Third” respecting the representamen (the sign-vehicle, or 
sign in the original sense of Augustine’s definition) as “First” with its significate, the 
“object signified” as “Second” — while the triadic relation itself uniting these three within 
a common semiosis (uniting these three as terms of one single relation of significa-
tion), invisible to sense and reducible to none of the three terms, not even to the one at 
least from which it provenates (the representamen) and upon which it depends existen-
tially (for relations cannot themselves exist distinct from some subjectivity supporting 
them, even though they cannot be reduced to any subjectivity by reason of remaining in 
their positive being always suprasubjective whenever and insofar as they exist actually as  

12 See Beuchot and Deely 1995 for details.
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relations) is what “constitutes the mode of being of every sign as sign”: the common 
teaching of Peirce13 and Poinsot14 alike.

Well, human animals, alone among animals capable of “understanding” in the 
sense just described as distinctive of human understanding — to wit, the capacity to 
think about things that are not directly instantiable, not directly perceptible, to sense, 
the whole order of civil government, for example — are also famously “discursive”, 
that is to say, capable of learning but only “slow by slow”, seldom if ever seeing the 
full consequences of an idea that they entertain, but only gradually (if at all) coming 
to realize the consequences that the idea fully developed would entail.15 Fascinated from 
the start by being as it exists independently of their thinking, to ojn or ens reale, the 
ancients focused upon this vast reach of being, considering the relatively small reach of 
being over which they could exercise control to be a matter of “practical” in contrast 
to “speculative” reason, the latter of which really distinguishes human understanding. 
And this contrast between speculative and practical reason carried over so strongly 
into the Latin Age that thinkers such as Aquinas had to devote special discussions to 
demonstrate that “practical reason”, insofar as it differs from the estimative activity 
of all animals, is nothing more than an extension of speculative reason, this last being 
the only cognitive power that really distinguishes the human animal among the other 
animals: whence the famous definition of human being as “rational animal” common to 
the Greeks and the Latins.

Probably the best example of the “discursiveness” (i.e., slowness to learn) of hu-
man reason is the case of what the medievals identified as “ens rationis” or “non-being”, 
generally treated dismissively as we saw in Chapter 8 above,16 except in relation to logic 
(for which mind-dependent being provided the subject-matter). If modern philosophy 
in breaking with the medieval past accomplished little to nothing positive with its no-
tion of “epistemology”, it at least accomplished in spite of itself a coming-to-terms of 
reason with the “reality” of socially constructed reality or being as de facto (for modernity, 
in contrast to ancient and earlier times when human animals were new to the earth) the 
main form of reality with which each of us has objectively to deal. Of course, à la Kant, 
the modern ‘epistemologists’ inclined to see in ens rationis not a part but the whole,17 all 
else having been proved to be (on the terms of modern epistemology, in principle, if not 
in fact) “unknowable”.

Marking the Limits of Late Modern Attempts  
to Recover Latin Age Cenoscopy

Even when Pope Leo XIII issued his call for a renewal of “Thomism” to vindicate, 
against the modern doctrine that all that the mind can directly know the mind itself 
constructs (idealism in the modern sense), the knowability of ens reale, the Neothomists 

13 E.g. Peirce 1904: CP 8.332.
14 Esp. Poinsot 1632a: Book I, Question 3.
15 In this differing from the intelligence of pure spirits or “angels”, which is “comprehensive” (i.e., 

which see in full not the consequences of any idea entertained) in contrast to “discursive” (requiring 
time and further experience to realize the consequences of an idea once entertained), according to 
Aquinas and Poinsot: see Deely 2004b.

16 See esp. the Diagram illustrating the development from “Being as First Known”, on p. 270 
above.

17 As, e.g., in the classic of Berger and Luckman 1966.
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accepted the modern problematic of the “external world” by equating that world with 
ens reale, while yielding to the modern tendency to consign ens rationis (including even 
logic, at least when they did not confuse logic with mathematics, as in “mathematical 
logic”18) to the subjective realm of psychology.

There is remarkable oversight in this Neothomist tendency, and further proof, if 
such were needed, of the reality of “historical determinism” as an important influence 
within social discourse, for, in the view of the Latins, not only was nothing further from 
subjectivity than the logical consequences of our thinking things to be one or the other 
way (for such consequences hold for male or female, barbarian or Greek, living or dead), 
but also in the specific view of Aquinas the original human notion of “being” was irre-
ducible to ens reale and was rather positively inclusive of ens reale and ens rationis equally. 
Witches of old (in the theological definition of witches laid down by the theologians 
of the 15th century)19 and Presidents today are equally objective, equally “being”, even 
though as biological organisms they belong to ens reale while as witches and presidents 
they belong rather to ens rationis no less than do the consequences of logic.20

Inclusive of ens reale, by all means, and necessarily so by reason of the origin in ex-
ternal sense of all animal knowledge, including that of the human animals, yet the origi-
nal notion of “being”, called by Aquinas ens primum cognitum, of itself merely enables the 
human animal to see the objective world, the world of objects of awareness, as more 
than what reduces to our animal interests as desirable, undesirable, or ignorable. By no 
means does the notion of being as specifying and distinguishing human understanding 
tell the human animal immediately and of itself which among the objects of experience 
or which aspects of those objects do and which do not reduce objectively to our experi-
ence of them.

In knowing the world under the aspect of “being”, human understanding indeed sets 
the semiotic animals apart from the other animals, but only and precisely by opening to 
them a way to investigate the very constitution of things known, and to separate within 
that constitution what is owing to mind and what is independent of mind, an investiga-
tive task the complexity and difficulty of which the Latins gravely underestimated, in 
this way laying the ground if only indirectly for the early modern epistemological seeds 
which blossomed into the late modern conviction (especially after Kant) that only what 
has been socially constructed is actually knowable by human reason.

To the contrary, what distinguishes human understanding is not the discovery of ens 
reale (every animal discovers that), but something prior, specifically, the attainment of 
a mode of awareness which endows human animals with an ability to sort out what does 
and what does not belong to ens reale in the world of objects, the “objective world” (the 
Umwelt) to which ens reale and ens rationis both belong and neither subjectively but rather 
and precisely objectively as terminating within semiosis sign-relations ultimately founded subjec-
tively first in sensation and only then in concepts as interpreting the objects of sense as themselves 
prescissively within awareness dependently only upon the action of sensibles upon the sense rather 
than upon concepts as interpreting the results of that action.

Within objectivity as generically proper to animals, things as ens reale are indistin-
guishable from objects as presenting within awareness also entia rationis. The reason is 
simple: the animal’s whole interest is in sense-perceptible realities interpreted as +, –, 
or 0. The objects in whatever being they may have independently of their relation to 

18 Cf. Kantor 1945 and 1950.
19 Notably Kramer and Sprenger 1486.
20 Poinsot 1632a: First Preamble, Article 2, esp. 60/25–44.
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the animal’s well-being is irrelevant from this point of view — a point of view prior to 
the possibility of philosophy or science. It is not that the “reasoning” of animals without 
human understanding is “practical”, but rather that the contrast between practical and 
speculative cannot even arise in the brute animal consciousness. “Practical” thought 
requires insight into the difference between ens reale and ens rationis that simply sub-
ordinates that insight to concern with “getting things done”. Practical thought in this 
way, by its access to the achievements of speculative understanding, has the potential of 
making human mastery of the environment (even at the service of its animal interests) 
all the more effective through technology.

Yet for all this to become clear requires the human animal not merely to tread the 
Way of Signs but to become speculatively aware of the Way of Signs and to begin to 
thematize it — in short, to “do semiotics”. The categories of Aristotle, fine for their 
purpose, to be sure, will no longer do. Needed from the standpoint of semiotics is rather 
precisely categories which deal, First, with “being as first known”; Second, with the dif-
ference brute experience forces to the fore of this awareness between objects as involv-
ing things existing independently of the perceiver and as well as “things” which reduce 
to the perceiver’s awareness within a given community of animals, such as “property 
lines”, civil offices, etc.; and Third, with the awareness of laws which tie together — in 
the form of relations suprasubjective to related things — the whole order of objectiv-
ity within the life-world (the Umwelt as Lebenswelt) of human animals aware now not 
merely of objects as +/-/0 but also of things subjectively and intersubjectively interacting 
regardless of our awareness.

From the Being of Signs to the Action of Signs Restoring Cenoscopy: 
Rendering the Latin Age “Aufgehoben”

While the Latins in the end, as we saw in Poinsot’s work, did indeed achieve the 
standpoint proper to the doctrine of signs in the singularity of relation as the sole mode 
of being that can exist with essence unaffected both within and outside of Aristotle’s 
categorial scheme of entia realia, the honor of developing from this standpoint a “new 
list of categories” embracing the interweave of ens reale and ens rationis that we call 
“experience” and “knowledge of the world” fell to Charles Sanders Peirce as the first 
of the postmoderns. Poinsot summarized the Latin past and brought it to the bound-
ary of semiotic consciousness; Peirce, by the Latins combined with his own genius, not 
only reached but crossed that boundary, introducing a whole new era of philosophical 
development. This development, the opening of a “postmodern” epoch of philosophy, 
in contrast to the modern approach of simply rejecting and turning away from that past, 
recovers the past of philosophy — the semiotic consciousness as achieved by the later 
Latins in particular — at a higher level.

Greek philosophy, from this point of view, by establishing, especially in the work of 
Aristotle, the reality and distinctiveness of relation as of itself the only mode of being 
transcending the subjectivity of individual realities (substances with their accidents), 
lay the essential foundation for semiotic development while remaining still strictly 
“presemiotic”.21 Augustine launched the Latin Age with the realization that signs tran-
scend the difference between nature and culture, but without being able to identify the 
ontological ground of that transcendence, thus initiating the long and slow develop-
ment which reached a decisive finale in the Tractatus de Signis of John Poinsot. Here 

21 See Deely 2006a for an overview of the “History of Semiotics”.
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Poinsot, drawing upon the insight by which St Thomas had reconciled the Divine Unity 
with a Trinity of Persons by showing that a diversity of relations as suprasubjective is 
compatible with an underlying subjective unity of substance from which the relations 
provenate and upon which they are founded,22 with the difference that in the order of 
finite substances subsistence pertains to substance alone, whereas in the Godhead the 
relations themselves of the Three Persons pertain to the divine subsistence, the “Ipsum 
Esse Subsistens”, as Aquinas liked to say.

Poinsot’s insight was that just as the singularity of relation as the only mode of ens 
reale which is not confined in its positive character to that order makes possible the 
communication of persons within the Godhead, so that same singularity of relation makes 
possible in the finite order a communication among substances that goes beyond their 
physical interactions (Secondness, in Peirce’s terminology) and enables semiosis as an 
indirect action whereby the future exerts a constant, if mediated, influence upon the 
present that shifts accordingly the relevance of past occurrences to the given present as 
thus mediately influenced.

“Aristotle”, Peirce reminds us (c.1898: CP 1.1), “builded upon a few deliberately 
chosen concepts — such as matter and form, act and power — very broad, and in their 
outlines vague and rough, but solid, unshakeable, and not easily undermined.” It was 
thence came the “categories” (praedicamenta) of entia realia, of which the medievals made 
so much.

But remember the insight of Aquinas, that the human awareness of being involves 
objectively two components or “poles”, not only “being” in the sense of ens reale but 
also “non-being” in the sense of ens rationis, each of these alike in the “other” which 
is opposed to the subjectivity of my individual consciousness as rooted in my concepts 
and cathects. Now “non-being” has at least two meanings in the Latin tradition: one 
is “evil”, as introduced into the individual heart or order of social interactions by free 
choices of human animals; but the more fundamental one is the “non-being” of ens ra-
tionis which so structures the objective order of human experience as to make evil in that 
sense dependent upon the exercise of free will possible in the first place. What Jacques 
Maritain late came to say of non-being in that derivative, moral sense, accordingly, ap-
plies yet more fundamentally to the non-being of ens rationis:23 “Now the paths of non-
being — once one has, by a kind of inverted intuition, become conscious of it and of its 
formidable role in reality — are as difficult as those of being.”

What Poinsot demonstrated in establishing the standpoint required for a doctrine 
of signs is, quite simply, that the “perspective of being” considered as ens reale — “real-
ism” in the modern sense counterposed to “idealism” in the modern sense — is simply 
not enough to account for the reality of the universe as an evolutionary whole which 
has resulted in the presence on earth of human animals capable of becoming aware of 
non-being “and of its formidable role in reality”. In this regard I would paraphrase 
Maritain:24 as regards the question which concerns us, which is to understand the action 
of signs in human experience and in nature generally even prior to the advent of human 
animals (i.e., the very question to which the final development of semiotic conscious-
ness among the Latins pointed us, only to be brushed aside by the modern development 
instead of “epistemology”), the mainstream thinkers of the Latin development “had 

22 See Aquinas 1266: Summa theologiae I, q. 28, as discussed in Poinsot 1632a: “Second Preamble”, 
93/16–96/36.

23 Maritain 1966: 32.
24 Ibid.: 14.
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their eyes fixed solely on the perspective of being” in the sense of ens reale, “even when 
they spoke of ens rationis”, for this only had interest for them insofar as it provided 
the subject-matter of logic as an instrument to be used in the service of advancing the 
understanding of ens reale.25 In this sense we may speak of “Cyclopean Thomists”, for 
example, for their over-insistence on a single perspective on finite being which, as it 
turns out, is radically insufficient for understanding even the order of ens reale as finite 
substances structuring “reality” through their interactions.

Enough of Modernity: To Continue in That Line Will Not Do
“Long has it been only too manifest”, Peirce continues,26 “that, fondly habituated 

though we be to it, the old structure will not do”. Although “under Descartes, Hobbes, 
Kant, and others, repairs, alterations, and partial demolitions have been carried on for 
the last three centuries”, not even “the first step” toward what is needed has been ac-
complished among the moderns who, by their embracing of Ockham’s teaching against 
the mind-independent reality of any relation as suprasubjective, have fallen victim to 
the “tidal wave of nominalism”27 at the heart of the epistemological tradition, i.e., the 
mainstream modern development of philosophy from Descartes to the young Peirce.

To find “simple concepts applicable to every subject” is the first step, and these 
are exactly what Peirce outlined in his “new list of categories”, categories which take 
account of non-being as well as being in the structuring of human experience and 
then more broadly, as it proves, in the action of signs both beyond and prior to the  
human world.

With Poinsot we arrived at the understanding of the being of signs as consisting in 
relations suprasubjective in their positive character, as are all relations, but more specifi-
cally in relations that are also triadic, and so able to bring about a future influence upon 
present events. With Peirce, this Latin point of arrival becomes (finally) the new point 
of departure that the insight into the being of signs as transcending the perspective of 
ens reale demands: with Peirce, we make a decisive shift: from the inquiry into the be-
ing of signs (launched by Augustine’s proposal that signs are not restricted to nature 
but permeate culture as well, the protosemiotic development28) to inquiry into the action of 
signs as it is consequent upon, as it follows from, that singular triadicity. That is what 
semiotics is all about.

And that is why Peirce is the first thinker after Poinsot consciously to recognize the 
way of signs, and not only to recognize it, as Poinsot managed to do, but further to set 
out upon it as the only path to future inquiry which will be able to lead us “everywhere 
in nature”, providing the proper cenoscopic frame for the human extension of scientific 
understanding to assume our proper responsibility for the earth itself as an abode of life 
requires,29 and beyond earth wherever future explorations may enable humans to pen-
etrate (in their growth as a “community of inquirers” moving however slow-by-slow) to 
a grasp of truth as the speculative part of human destiny presupposed for its success and 
expansion in practical affairs.

25 Diagram on p. 270 above.
26 Peirce c.1898: CP 1.1.
27 Peirce 1903: CP 1.19.
28 Again a historical category from Deely 2006a, developed in full detail in Deely 2009.
29 “Semioethics”, as it has been called since Petrilli and Ponzio 2003. See further Deely, Petrilli, 

and Ponzio 2005; and Deely 2010a: “The ethical entailment of semiotic animal”, 107–125.
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From Latin Age to the Postmodern Agenda
So we conclude our re-definition of medieval philosophy as the Latin Age: the cul-

mination of the Latin Age is also the beginning of the Age of Semiotics, the positive 
essence of postmodernity as finally getting beyond epistemology to those “simple con-
cepts applicable to every subject” that, in the doctrine of signs, launch the undertaking 
“to make a philosophy like that of Aristotle”, but no longer Cyclopean with eyes fixed on 
the sole perspective of ens reale. Aware now not only of causal interaction and relations 
of Secondness consequent upon them, but also of semiosic interaction and relations 
of Thirdness underlying perhaps cosmic evolution in general (as Peirce seems to have 
thought) but certainly the evolution of planetary life and emphatically “anthroposemio-
sis” as an indirect but actual influence of the future on the present,30 the task of semiotics 
in philosophy is exactly as Peirce proposed:31

to outline a theory so comprehensive that, for a long time to come, the entire work of 
human reason, in philosophy of every school and kind, in mathematics, in psychology, 
in physical science, in history, in sociology, and in whatever other department there may 
be, shall appear as the filling up of its details.

Such a philosophical development, paradoxically enough, is at once and, as it were, 
equally, if asymmetrically, postmedieval and postmodern — asymmetrically, because 
while medieval thought was Cyclopean regarding the ens reale of the physical world, just 
so did modern thought prove Cyclopean regarding the ens rationis of reality as socially 
constructed. Semiotics in principle takes account of both perspectives, opening the eyes 
of the mind to the full horizon of which human understanding is distinctively capable 
among the animals.

30 See Deely 1989 on “Peirce’s Grand Vision”; also Sebeok 1990 in conjunction with Deely 1991.
31 Peirce 1903: CP 1.19.
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Taking Augustine’s novel proposal of a general notion of sign as point of departure, the 
story of the justification or realization of the validity of that proposal is nothing less 
than the best guiding thread we have for the “whole story” of medieval philosophy. We 
thereby avoid the derailment (or diversion) of “Renaissance Humanism”, which stan-
dardly obliterates continuing to trace the development of “scholasticism” after Ockham. 
Seeking to understand what is a sign in general leads us straight into medieval philoso-
phy’s most original dimension, by comparison with the Greek past and with respect to 
the postmodern future, while at the same time providing for the best understanding 
of medieval philosophy in its entirety as the Latin Age of cenoscopic science. Thus, in  
retrospect, we are led to realize that the middle ages are the first period of semiotic 
development, a development that took place wholly in the Latin language, and culmi-
nated, the year before Galileo’s trial, in the Latin publication in Spain of the Tractatus de 
Signis of John Poinsot.

My last word for the reader is therefore — like the word “Renaissance” which did 
not exist in the period it names but is universally used now in retrospect — a word which 
did not exist in the Latin Age, namely, “semiotics”.1 Summarizing the line of develop-
ment indigenous to the Latin Age and absent from the Greek Age of ancient philosophy, 
“semiotics” is also the name for a contemporary phenomenon of intellectual culture, a 
new age succeeding modernity. No term better captures either the positive essence of 
postmodernity or the most distinctive development in the whole of medieval philosophy. 
No student of the history of philosophy, particularly medieval philosophy, or anyone in-
terested in the postmodern development of philosophy, can afford to indulge ignorance, 
indifference, or whim in the usage of this term. “Semiotics” is proving to be one of those 
words that, once learned, is impossible not to use also anachronistically, in relation to 
phenomena of past times that the word describes more accurately than can be accom-
plished using terminology contemporary to the phenomena in question.

Well, semiotics names the knowledge that we acquire by systematically studying the 
action of signs, wherever that action is to be found — beginning, perforce, in human 
experience itself. To borrow a formula from Charles Sanders Peirce, we confront here a 
matter more of cenoscopic than of ideoscopic knowledge. That is to say, the foundations 
of semiotics have to be secured by philosophical reflection, even while they must also be 
usefully extended and amplified by scientific experiment.

1 “For though there is a long history behind the semiotics of today” — as both Deely 2001, Deely 
2009, and the present book amply demonstrate — “still there is a sense in which semiotics is, as a 
widespread intellectual movement, a phenomenon more ‘of our time’ than it is of any time past” 
(Petrilli 2008: 3; point developed in Deely 2010).
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Now to study the action of signs presupposes — or soon enough leads to — the 
general realization that there are signs over the full extent of experience. And, sur pris-
ing ly enough, this realization does not much, if at all, antedate (in existing historical 
records) the work of Augustine of Hippo. What Augustine first proposed seems to us 
today commonplace, a matter of “common sense”: language is a system of signs, and 
signs permeate nature and culture alike. But what kind of a being is it that is indiffer-
ent to the sharp divide the Greeks drew between fusi~ and nomo~, nature and culture? 
Indeed, as the Nominalistae of medieval times first best demanded be explained, how is 
such a being even possible in the first place? The answer to these questions, first laid 
out with foundational fullness in the 1632 Treatise on Signs of John Poinsot, would ef-
fectively disappear from history until the 20th century, when once again this realization 
would be achieved: that signs are constituted by the suprasubjective being of one single 
pure or “ontological” relation succeeding to unite three distinct terms, one (commonly 
called sign but more properly sign vehicle or representamen) in the foreground position of 
other-representation, a second in the position of the other-represented (the significate or 
object signified), with a third, the interpretant (which may but need not be mental) in the 
background position of the one to or for which the other-representation makes present 
the other-represented.

So today semiotics restores to philosophical tradition a clear understanding of its 
nature as cenoscopic in contrast to ideoscopic science, and bridges the gap that modern 
philosophy solipsistically introduced between postmodern thought and the ancient and 
medieval developments. At the same time, semiotics shows that the modern opposition 
of idealism to realism depends not only on a cenoscopic error regarding the character 
of sensation, but also on an understanding of “realism” that is too limited to account 
for the full experience of being as interweaving in objectivity what is and what is not 
independent of finite mind.

Finally, on this last note of the clarification in principle that semiotics brings to 
the thing/object distinction,2 let me suggest for further researches into the Latin Age 
itself that we may find here the means to overcome one of the more pernicious of the 
“unintended consequences” of the famous (or infamous) condemnation of 1277,3 which 
inevitably made the young Scotus somewhat leery of Aquinas, to wit, the prima facie (by 
which I here mean “at superficial glance”) contradiction between being asserted as ana-
logical (Aquinas) and being asserted as univocal (Scotus). I would suggest that the key to 
resolving this “opposition” lies in the point made by Poinsot in Book I, Question 2, of 
his Tractatus, at 149/42–151/8.

Research along this “line of resolution” would put to excellent use the five-volume 
Opera Philosophica of Scotus in critical edition completed in 2006 under the general edi-
torship of Timothy B. Noone.4 

University of St Thomas, Houston 
24 June 2010

2 Deely 2009b.
3 Cf. above, note 79 p. 372.
4 St Bonaventure, NY, and Washington, DC: Franciscan Institute Publications and Catholic 

University of America Press, 1997–2006. And indeed, if further evidence were needed of the prospective 
importance for semiotics of the Franciscan tradition of the Latin Age, one could look to the work of 
Sr. Paula Jean Miller, F.S.E., on Bonaventure as a main predecessor to Scotus, “Cosmic Semiosis: 
Contuiting the Divine”, Semiotica 178.1/4 (2010), 303–344.
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Note of explaNatioN: 
priNciple of Historical layeriNg,  

aNd abbreviatioNs witHiN tHe refereNces

No one writes after they die. This fact has (or should have) important implications for the 
construction of scholarly references, beginning with the fact that, as a matter of principle, 
the reference date for a work in relation to its author should always be a date from within 
the lifetime of that author or “source”. Other dates may be important in the particular 
case, as when the work is a translation or a particular edition (the “access volume”). But in 
every case the source date ideally should come from the lifetime of the source in question. 

The reference section of this book has been constructed according to this principle, 
termed the historical layering of sources, first outlined in the Style Manual of the Semiotic So-
ciety of America. This principle merits universal bibliographical adoption, because it makes 
explicit the historical levels on which any given discourse draws while at the same time 
making explicit the relation of any text or edition used to the original source work actually 
produced within the lifetime of each author cited. For the details of this style sheet, I refer 
readers to its first published form, “Semiotic Society of America Style Sheet”, The American 
Journal of Semiotics 4.3–4 (1986), 193–215.

Here I wish mainly to direct attention to the fact that, under the authors of cited sources 
arranged alpha bet ic  ally, the dates when those sources first came into existence can be seen 
at a glance, like geological layers in a rock or the age-rings in a tree trunk. For an historical 
work the advantage of this system should be obvious at once. But in fact human under stand-
ing itself is an historical achievement, and the value of this bibliographi cal principle is just 
as great even in purely speculative and theoretical works in any field — such as the present 
work in the perspective of intersemioticity.

I have aimed to restrict this list of References to those works actually cited in the course 
of the chapters; and, without exception, the works included in this final list are the books 
and articles which I have had in hand. I have tried so to record them that the interested re-
searcher could easily take in hand exactly what I had in hand, and go from there. Eschewing 
bibliography for bibliography’s sake, the list does not include so-called “secondary sources” 
relied on third-hand;  nor does it include an inflated list of works “known” or “consulted”. 
The reference list aims simply to provide the reader with an inventory of the actual book-
shelf, as it were, utilized in order to write this particular book. The point is to provide the 
interested reader with a basis as accurate as possible for evaluating the sources the author 
employed, without prejudging other works which the reader might find useful or necessary 
in further research into topics touched upon.

The specific conventions concerning the dating of works and authors that can be as-
signed only an approx i mate timeframe needs to be made explicit. In such cases the following 
prefixes are attached to assigned dates: 
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a. = ante or “before”; 
c. = circa or “approximately”; 
fl. = floruit or “the prime of life”, “the time of flourishing”; 
i. = inter or “between”; 
p. = post or “after”;
r. = the beginning of the period of occupation of an office, so = regnat or “rules”;
u. = usque or “until”, “up to the time of”: used to indicate the outside date on 

which an author worked on a ms. left uncompleted. 
† = time of death

Within references, the following abbreviations are used:

cf. = confer or consult; 
q.v. = quod vide or “which see”, a cross-reference.

ABAELARD, Peter (often spelled “Abaelard”, also “Abailard”; c.1079–1142). See also 
Cousin, Ed. 1836.

Note on dating. Except for Abaelard’s Dialectica, for which I rely on De Rijk (1970: 
see the entry for i.1135/7 below), I have primarily relied on Buytaert 1969: xxiii–xxv 
for the dating of Abaelard’s works. There Buytaert remarks that “the final word” on 
the chronological succession of Abaelard’s works “— if that were possible, — is yet to 
be said”; yet in his particular introduction to Abaelard’s Theologia Christiana (1969a: 
43–4) Buytaert adds that “the problem of the chronology of Abaelard’s works poses 
itself so differently than before 1930 that it seems only fair to mention as little as 
possible of the authors who wrote about the problem before the said date”; a clear 
indication of just how much work on Abaelard remains to be done, as I have tried to 
indicate above (see Chapter 6 above, p. 130, text and note 31, and p. 135).

a.1118. I have made use of #s 1, 2, and 3 from Beiträge zur Geschichte der Philosophie des Mit
telalters, Texte und Untersuchungen, ed. Clemens Baumaker (Münster i. W.: Verlag 
der Aschendorffschen Verlags buch handlung), Band XXI, Peter Abaelards Philoso
phische Schriften, ed. Bernhard Geyer, as follows: 

I. Die Logica ‘Ingredientibus’, in Heft 1 (1919), Heft 2 (1921), und Heft 3 (1927):
#1. Glossae secundum magistrum Petrum Abae lar dum super Porphyrium, in Heft 1 pp. 

1–109. Pp. 1–32 of this text (i.e., only the general remarks, prior to taking up 
each of the five predicables in turn) have been trans. under the title “Glosses 
on Porphyry”, in Selections from Medieval Philosophers I, ed. and trans. Richard 
McKeon (New York: Scribner’s, 1929), 208–258.

#2. Glossae magistri Petri Abaelardi super Prae di ca men ta Aristotelis, in Heft 2 pp. 111–
305.

#3. Glossae Magistri Petri Abaelardi super Peri erme ni as, in Heft 3 pp. 307–503. Fur-
ther work on this text has been done by Minio-Paluello 1958.

i.1122–42. Sic et Non. A Critical Edition, prepared by Blanche Boyer and Richard McKeon 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976–7).

c.1133. Historia calamitatum mearum, ed. J. Monfrin (3rd ed.; Paris, 1967). English trans. 
by Henry Adams Bellows as The Story of My Misfortunes, an Autobiography, with an 
intro. by Ralph Adams Cram (St. Paul, MN: Boyd, 1922).

i.1135/37. Dialectica, first complete edition of the Parisian ms. with an Introduction by Lam-
bert Marie de Rijk (2nd rev. ed.; Assen, Netherlands: Van Gorcum & Comp. N. V., 
1970).
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ABAELARD (= ABELARD, 1079–1142), Peter, and HELOISE (c.1098–1164).
Note. For editions of the Abaelard-Heloise correspondence: see the entries for 

Köngsen 1974; Mews 1999; Radice 1974 and 1977; and Radice and Clanchy 2003.
i.1114–17? Epistolae Duorum Amantium, Briefe Abaelards und Heloises?, ed. Ewald Köngsen 

(Leiden: Brill, 1974); English trans. by Neville Chiavaroli and Constant J. Mews in 
Mews 1999: 189–289.

c.1120–41? “Petri Abaelardi et Heloissae conjugis Epistolae”, in Petri Abaelardi Opera To
mus Prior, ed. Victor Cou sin (Paris: Aug. Durand, 1849; photoprinted Hildesheim: 
Georg Olms, 1970), pp. 1–236.
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1905. MontSaintMichel and Chartres (Boston: Houghton Mifflin).
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Brill).

d’AILLY, Pierre (Petrus de Aliaco, 1350–1420).
c.1372. Concepts and Insolubles, an annotated translation by Paul Vincent Spade (Dordrecht, 

Holland: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1980).
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a.1396. Destructiones Modorum Significandi (secundum viam nominalium), nach Inkuna be laus-
gaben in einer vorlaufigen Fassung neu zusam mengestellt und mit An mer kungen 
versehen von Ludger Kaczmarek (Munster: Munsteraner Arbeitskreis fur Semiotik, 
1980).

1410. Imago Mundi, bi-lingual critical ed. (Latin original with French trans.) by J. P. Buron 
(Paris: Gembloux, 1930), 3 vols. A photostatic reproduction of the c.1474 ed. that 
Christopher Columbus (Cristóbal Colón) annotated (see p. 342, note 108 above) 
was issued by the Massachussets Historical Society (Boston, 1927). This work, notes 
Colisson (1966: 70), “is often mentioned mistakenly as an encyclopedia”, but “is 
in fact an astronomical compendium of great importance”, as evidenced in the use 
Columbus made of it toward his world-historical voyage to the Americas.

AKHTAR, Shabir.
1996. “The possibility of a philosophy of Islam”, being Chapter 71 of Nasr and Leaman, 

Eds. 1996: 1162–1169, q.v.

AL-GHAZALI (1058–1111).
c.1095. Tahafut alFalasifah, trans. as The Incoherence of the Philosophers by Sabih Ahmad Ka-

mali (Lahore, Pakistan: Pakistan Philosophical Congress, 1958). One could wish for 
a more critical edition.

ALTANER, Berthold.
1967. Kleine patristische Schriften, ed. G. Glockman (Texte und Untersuchungen 83; Ber-

lin).

D’ALVERNY, Marie-Thérèse.
1957. “Notes sur les Traductions Médiévales d’Avicenne”, in Archives d’Histoire doctrinale 

et littéraire du Moyen Age XIX (1952), 337–358
1994. “Introduction” to Avicenna Latinus Codices, codices descripsit Marie-Thérèse 

d’Alverny, addenda collegerunt Simone van Riet et Pierre Jodogne (Leiden: E. J. 
Brill), pp. 1–10.

AMMIANUS MARCELLINUS (c.330–c.395).
c.ad363. The surviving books of the Res Gestae of Ammianus, being a history of the Roman 

state from the accession of Nerva in ad96 to the death of Valens in ad378, of which 
only the last eighteen books covering ad 353–358 aurvive; trans. by John C. Rolfe 
with facing Latin (Cambridge, MA: the Loeb Classical Library of Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1935–1939), in 3 Volumes.

ANAXAGORAS of CLAZOMENAE (c.500–428bc).
Date for writing based on the prime assigned by Freeman 1946: 261.

c.460bc. Fragments in Freeman 1948: 82–86.

ANGELELLI, Ignacio.
1992. “Logic in the Iberian Age of Discovery: Scholasticism, Humanism, Reformed Scho-

lasticism”, paper presented October 15 at the “Hispanic Philosophy in the Age of 
Discovery” conference held at the Catholic University of America Octo ber 14–17.

ANONYMOUS 14TH Century English Monk (c.1300– ).
Dating based on remarks in Hodgson 1967: 21, that the original manuscript 

dates from “30 years or more” after the death of Richard Rolle (c.1300–1349), and 
Hodgson 1944: “It is generally assumed from its subject-matter that The Cloud is to 
be placed between the works of Rolle (†1349) and those of Hilton (†1395)”.

c.1380. The Cloud of Unknowing, ed. James Walsh (New York: Paulist Press, 1981).
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ANSELM OF CANTERBURY (1033/4–1109).
Note: Dating based on Schmitt 1932.

c.1076. De Divinitatis Essentia Monologium, complete Latin text in Migne (q.v.) PL 158: 141–
242.

i.1077–1078. Proslogion seu Alloquium de Dei Existentia, complete Latin text in Migne (q.v.) 
PL 158: 223–242; En glish trans. of “Proslogion” chaps. 2–4 in Basic Writings, trans. 
S. N. Deane, with an intro. by Charles Hartshorne (La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1962).

c.1079. Sancti Anselmi Liber apologeticus contra Gaunilonem respondentem pro insipiente, com-
plete Latin text in Migne (q.v.) PL 158: 247–260.

APPIGNANESI, Lisa, and Sara MAITLAND, Editors.
1990. The Rushdie File (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press).

AQUINAS, Thomas (1224/5–1274).
i.1252–1273. S. Thomae Aquinatis Opera Omnia ut sunt in indice thomistico, ed. Roberto Busa 

(Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: From mann-Holzboog, 1980), in septem volumina: 
 1. In quattuor libros Sententiarum; 
 2. Summa contra Gentiles, Autographi Deleta, Summa Theologiae; 
 3. Quaestiones Disputatae, Quaestiones Quodlibetales, Opuscula;
 4. Commentaria in Aristotelem et alios;
 5. Commentaria in Scripturas;
 6. Reportationes, Opuscula dubiae authenticitatis;
 7. Aliorum Medii Aevi Auctorum Scripta 61.
1244/5. De fallaciis, in Opuscula Philosophica, ed. R. Spiazzi (Turin: Marietti, 1954), pp. 

225–240 (in Busa ed. vol. 6, 575–9). Dating based on Weisheipl 1974: 386. Since 
Weisheipl, opinion has moved to declare this work inauthentic and to assign its 
composition toward the end of the 13th century, probably shortly after the death of 
Aquinas. See Torrell 1996: 11. But Weisheipl’s own conviction is that this work “was 
written for former classmates in arts at the University of Naples, while Thomas was 
in confinement at Roccasecca in 1244–45”.

1251, or earlier?. De principiis naturae, in Busa vol. 3, 587–588.
c.1252/6. De Ente et Essentia, in Busa ed. vol. 3, 583–587. This early work is in effect the 

commen tary of Aquinas on Porphyry ad271.
English trans. Armand Maurer, On Being and Essence (Toronto: Pontifical In sti-

tute, 1968); trans. with commentary by Joseph Bobik, Aquinas on Being and Essence. 
A translation and interpretation (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 
1965).

c.1254/6. In quattuor libros sententiarum Petri Lombardi, in Busa ed. vol. 1.
c.1256/9. Quaestiones Disputatae de Veritate, in Busa ed. vol. 3, 1–186.
i.1256/1266: Quaetiones Quodlibetales, Quodlibet 9, in Busa ed. vol. 3, 488–493 (see “Table of 

Quodlibets” in Torrell 1996: 211).
c.1257/8. Super Boetium De Trinitate, in Busa ed. vol. 4, 520–539. (See Maurer 1958 for 

partial English trans.).
c.1259. Expositio in librum Boethii de Hebdomadibus, in Busa ed. vol. 4, 539–542.
i.1259/65. Summa Contra Gentiles, in Busa ed. vol. 2, 1–152.
c.1264. De Rationibus Fidei, in Busa vol. 3, 509–513; “On Reasons for Religious Belief”.

English trans. with a “Forword” by Joseph Kenny, O.P., entitled “Reasons for the 
Faith against Muslim Objections (and one objection of the Greeks and Armenians) 
to the Cantor of Antioch” [De rationibus fidei contra Saracenos, Graecos et Armenos, 
ad Cantorem Antiochiae: “Saracens”, a term originally used to designate the Arab 
nomads of the Syro-Arabian desert in their conflicts with the Roman Empire, came 
in the middle ages to be used specifically for Muslims in European lands but also 
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generically for all Muslims], published in Islamochristiana 22 (Rome, 1996), 31–52.
c.1265/6. Quaestiones disputatae De potentia, ed. R. P. Pauli M. Pession, in Quaestiones disputa

tae, Vol. II, 9th ed. rev. by P. Bazzi, M. Calcaterra, T. S. Centi, E. Odetto, and P. M. 
Pession (Turin: Marietti, 1953), pp. 7-276; in Busa ed. 3, 186–269.

c.1265/6a. Quaestio disputata De anima, in Busa ed. vol. 3, 368–396.
c.1265/7. Super librum Dionysii de divinis nominibus, in Busa ed. vol. 4, 542–584.
c.1266/73. Summa theologiae, in Busa ed. vol. 2, 184–926, divided as follows (with the dates 

approximate):
 1266/1268, Prima Pars;
 1268/1272, Secunda Pars:
  Prima Secundae, 1268/1270,
  Secunda Secundae, 1270/1272;
 1272/1273, Tertia Pars, qq. 1–90.

p.1273, the Supplementum Tertiae Partis (“Supplement”), consisting of 90 questions 
gathered — probably by Thomas’s companion and friend, the Dominican Fri-
ar Reginald of Piperno (c.1260–1290) — from the 4th book of St. Thomas’s 
1259/1265 Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, and added as the 
“completion” of Thomas’s own Summa theologiae.

i.1267/68. In Aristotelis Libros de Anima Commentarium, cura ac studio A. M. Pirotta (Turin: 
Marietti, 1925); distributed in Busa ed. as follows: In I de anima, vol. 6, 5–15 (of 
dubious authenticity); In II et III de anima, vol. 4, 341–370.

i.1267/68a. Quaestio disputata De spiritualibus creaturis, in Busa ed. vol. 3, 352–368.
c.1268/72. In duodecim libros metaphysicorum Aristotelis expositio, in Busa ed. vol. 4, 390–507.
i.1268/69. In libros de sensu et sensato, in Busa ed. vol. 4, 370–385.
c.1269. Sententia libri ethicorum, in Busa ed. vol. 4, 143–234.
c.1269/72. Quaestiones Quodlibetales, Quodlibet 4, in Busa ed. 3, 457–465.
1270. De unitate intellectus contra Averroistas, in Busa ed. vol. 3, 577–583. English trans. 

with facing Latin, followed by interpretive essays, in Ralph M. McInerny, Aquinas 
against the Averroists: on there being only one intellect (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue 
University Press, 1993).

1271. De substantiis separatis, in Busa ed. vol. 3, pp. 515–525.
1271a. De aeternitate mundi, in Busa ed. vol. 3, p. 591.
c.1270/71. In libros posteriorum analyticorum, in Busa ed. 3, 273–311.
c.1272. In librum de causis, in Busa ed. vol. 4, 507–520.
c.1272/3. In libros de coelo et mundo, in Busa ed. vol. 4, 1–49.

ARAÚJO, Francisco (1580–1664).
1617. Commentariorum in universam Aristotelis Metaphysicam tomus primus (Burgos and Sal-

amanca: J. B. Varesius, 1617). This rare, valuable survivor of the last Latin century 
exists in very few copies. The work itself contains one of the most extensive surveys 
we have, besides the Disputationes Metaphysicae of Francis Suárez, of late Latin posi-
tions, including a thematic discussion of sign; and it has the advantage of being Later 
than Suárez. A summary exposition of the metaphysical doctrine of this work has 
been published by Mauricio Beuchot (1987) as a stop-gap measure until an edition 
of the complete original can be published. But until now the huge size of Araújo’s 
work — over a thousand pages — has posed an insuperable economic obstacle. For-
tunately, Beuchot has published a Span ish translation of the section on sign (to wit, 
Book III, quest. 2, art. 2, dubia 1–4, in Beuchot ed 1995: 51–106).

ARISTOTLE (384–322).
Note: our citations here are from the 12-volume Oxford edition prepared under 

W. D. Ross Ed. 1928–1952 (q.v.); for the convenience of the reader, after the 
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abbrevia tion RM, we also give the pages where applicable to the more readily 
available one-volume edition of The Basic Works of Aristotle prepared by Richard 
McKeon using the Oxford transla tions (New York: Basic Books, 1941). Chronol-
ogy for the works is based on Gauthier 1970, as follows:

c.360–330bc. Organon, i.e., Aristotle’s writings on Logic, in Oxford Vol. I (RM 1–212). The 
title “Orga non”, which means “instru ment”, seems to have originally been assigned 
as a general title for these writings by either Andronicus of Rhodes in the 1st century 
bc or Diogenes Laertius in the 3rd century A.D., and has been retained ever since: 
see Chapter 3 above, p. 89n66. The Organon consists of:

c.360bc. Categories (trans. E. M. Edghill; RM 1–37 complete).
c.353bc. Topics (trans. W. A. Pickard-Cambridge; RM 187–206 incomplete).
c.353abc. Refuting Sophisms (trans. Pickard-Cam bridge; RM 207–212 incomplete).
c.348–7bc. Prior Analytics (trans. Jenkinson; RM 62–107 incomplete).
c.348–7abc. Posterior Analytics (trans. G. R. C. Mure; RM 108–186 complete).
c.330bc. On Interpretation (trans. Edghill; RM 38–61 complete).

As noted in Chapter 3, Arabic Aristotelian tradition includes the Rhetoric (com-
posed c.335–4bc) and the Poetics (c.335–4abc) as part of the Organon itself, the part, 
specifically, pertaining to practical in contrast to theoretical discourse, i.e., discourse 
about what is to be made or done in contrast to discourse about the nature of things 
as transcending human action. Cfr. Lanigan 1969; Black 1987.

c.355bc. On the Heavens (De Caelo) (trans. Harold J. L. Stocks; RM 395–466, missing chaps. 
1–12 of Book II).

c.355abc. On Generation and Corruption (trans. Harold H. Joachim; RM 467–531 complete).
c.353bbc. Physics, Book VII (further under c.348/7bc).
c.348/7bbc. Physics, Books I–VI, VIII (further under c.353bc). Oxford Vol. II 184a9–267b26 

(trans. Hardie and Gaye; RM 213–394 complete).
c.348/7cbc. Politics, Books VII–VIII.
c.348/7dbc. Metaphysics, Books I–IV, V(?), XIII chaps. 9–10, XIV (further under c.330cbc).
c.345/4bc. On the Parts of Animals, Books II–IV (further under c.330abc).
c.345/4abc. Politics, Books II–III.
c.335/4bc. Politics, Books I & IV–VI.
c.335/4bc. Nicomachean Ethics (trans. W. D. Ross; RM 927–1112 complete).
c.330abc. On the Parts of Animals, Book I (further under c.345/4bc).
c.330bbc. On the Soul (trans. J. A. Smith; RM 533–603 complete).
c.330cbc. Metaphysics, Books VI–X, XI(?), XII, XIII chaps. 1–9; Oxford Vol. VIII, 980a1–

1093b29 (trans. Ross; RM 681–926 complete).

ARNOLD, Duane Wade-Hampton (5 August 1953– ), and Pamela Mary BRIGHT (6 October 
1937– ), Editors.

1995. De Doctrina Christiana. A Classic of Western Culture (Notre Dame, IN: University of 
Notre Dame Press).

ASHLEY, Benedict (3 May 1915– ).
1952. “Research into the Intrinsic Final Causes of Physical Things”, ACPA Proceedings, 

XXVI, 185-194.
1967. “Final Causality”, in The New Catholic Encyclopedia (New York: McGraw-Hill), Vol. 

V, 915–919, respectively, the first treating primarily of the Greek and Latin periods, 
the second treating of the modern period.

1967a. “Teleology”, in The New Catholic Encyclopedia (New York: McGraw-Hill), Vol. XIII, 
979–981

1973. “Change and Process”, in The Problem of Evolution, ed. John N. Deely and Raymond 
J. Nogar (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Co.), pp. 265–294.
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2006. The Way toward Wisdom. An interdisciplinary and intercultural introduction to metaphys
ics (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press).

ASHWORTH, E. Jennifer (6 October 1939– ).
1974. Language and Logic in the PostMedieval Period (Dordrecht, Holland: D. Reidel Pub-

lishing Co.).
1978. “Multiple Quantification and the Use of Special Quantifiers in Early Sixteenth Cen-

tury Logic”, Notre Dame Journal of Formal Logic XIX, 599–613.
1988. “The Historical Origins of John Poinsot’s Treatise on Signs”, Semiotica 69.1/2, 129–147.
1990. “Domingo de Soto (1494–1560) and the Doctrine of Signs”, in De Ortu Grammati

cae. Studies in Medieval Grammar and Linguistic Theory in Memory of Jan Pinborg, ed. 
G. L. Bursill-Hall, Sten Ebbesen, and Konrad Koerner (Amsterdam: John Ben-
jamins), 35–48.

1990a. “The Doctrine of Signs in Some Early Sixteenth-Century Spanish Logicians”, in 
Estudios de Historia de la Logica. Actas del II Simposio de Historia de la Logica: Universi
dad de Navarra Pamplona 25–27 de Mayo 1987, ed. Ignacio Angelelli and Angel d’Ors 
(Pamplona: Ediciones EUNATE), 13–38.

1998. “Language, Renaissance Philosophy of”, entry in the Routledge Encyclopedia of Phi
losophy, ed. in 10 volumes by Edward Craig (London: Routledge, 1998), Vol. 5, pp. 
411–415.

1999. Review of McInerny 1996 in Speculum 74.1 (January), 215–217.

AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO (13 November 354–430 August 28 ad ). 
Unless noted otherwise, I have used the Sancti Aurelii Augustini Hipponensis Epis

copi Opera Omnia, opera et studio Mon achorum Ordinis Sancti Benedicti e con-
greatione S. Mauri. Ed. Parisina altera, emen data et aucta (at the Xochimilco Do-
minican priory in Mexico City; Paris: Gaume Fratres, 1836), cited as follows:

i.397–426ad. De doctrina christiana libri quattuor (“Four Books On Christian Doctrine”), in 
Tom us Tertius Pars Pri or, pp. 13–151; also in Patrolo giae Cursus Completus, ed. J. P. 
Migne, Series Latina (PL), Volume 34, cols. 15–122.

386ad. De beata vita (Happiness, a study), Latin text with English translation and notes by 
Francis E. Tourscher (1870–1939) (Philapdelphia: The Peter Reilly Company, 
1937); also in Patrolo giae Cursus Completus, ed. J. P. Migne, Series Latina (PL), Vol-
ume 32, cols. 905–958.

387ad. Principia Dialecticae, Appendix Tomi Primae pp. 1312–1329 (Chirii Fortunati ani 
nomine editum est Basileae anno 1558), the edition and text I used. This title for 
the work, used in 16th and 17th century eds. of Augustine, is now con sid ered, like 
the work itself, of dubious authenticity; the title Augustine himself mentions in his 
Retrac ta ti ones of ad426/7 is rather De Dialectica, and this is the title Jan Pinborg uses 
in his ed. of the Latin text which appears, along with a facing English trans., Intro-
duction, and Notes by B. Darrell Jackson (Dor drecht, Holland: D. Reidl, 1975). 
Jackson, in his Introduction, argues forcefully that both authorship and title of the 
work should now be considered authentic.

i.388–390. De Genesi contra Manichaeos ad litteram.
389ad. De Magistro Liber Unus “in quo de verborum vi atque officino disputatur copio se, 

quo demum non verbis quae foris homo personat, sed aeterna veritate intus docente 
scien tiam rerum obtineri evincatur”, in Tomus Primus Pars Prior, pp. 884–921; also 
in Corpus Christianorum Series Latina vol. XXXII, ed. Joseph Martin (Turnhout, Bel-
gium: Brepols, 1962), pp. 1–167.

390/1ad. De Vera Religione Liber Unus, in Sancti Aurelii Augustini Hipponensis Episcopi 
Operum, Maurist ed. (in the Loras College rare book collection; Antwerp, Bel-
gium, 1700), tomus primus, cols. 557–590; also in Corpus Christianorum Series 
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Latina vol. XXXII, ed. K.-D. Daur (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 1962), pp. 
187–260.

i.393/4, 426/27. De Genesi ad litteram imperfectus liber.
397ad. Aureli Augustini Confessionum Libri Tredecim, Latin text in O’Donnell 1992: I, 1–205; 

English text Confessions Books I–XIII, trans. F. J. Sheed, introduced by Peter Brown 
(Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Co., 1993).

i.ad399–422/26. De trinitate libri XV, ed. W. J. Mountain with assistance from Fr. Glorie 
(Corpus Christianorum Ser ies Latina vols. L & LaVII; Turnholt: Brepols, 1968).

i.400–408. Sermon 43 “On what is written in Isaiah: ‘Unless you believe, you shall not un-
derstand’,” in The Works of Saint Augustine. A Translation for the 21st Century, III Ser-
mons vol. II Sermons 20–50, ed. John E. Rotelle, trans. Edmund Hill, O.P. (Brook-
lyn, NY: New City Press 1990), 238–243.

i.401–415. De Genesi ad litteram.
ad426/7. Retractionum Libri II, ed. Almut Mutzenbecher (Corpus Christianorum Series La-

tina vol. LVII; Turnholt: Brepols, 1984).

AVERROES (IBN RUSHD; 1126–1198).
a.1198. Commentarium Magnum in Aristotelis de Anima Libros, ed. F. S. Crawford (Cam-

bridge, MA: The Med i aeval Academy of America, 1953). See II, sec. 60, pp. 219–
221 for origin of the term “inten tional” as descriptive of cognition — Deely 1975: 
293.

c.1180. Averroes’ Tahafut alTahafut (The Incoherence of the Incoherence), trans. from the Arabic 
with Intro duc tion and Notes by Simon van den Bergh (London: E. J. W. Gibb Me-
morial Trust, 1954), in 2 volumes.

Destructio destructionem philosophiae Algazelis, in the Latin version of Calo Calony
mous, ed. With an Introduction by Beatrice H. Zedler (Milwaukee, MI: Marquette 
University Press, 1961). For the dating of this work I have followed the suggestion 
of Bouyges as reported by Zedler in her Introduction, p. 12.

AVICENNA (IBN SINA; ad980–1037).
Chronology based on Gutas 1988: 123–125.

i.1020/27. The Cure (Kitāb al Shifā), a compendium of Logic, Physics, Mathematics, and 
Metaphysics (Gutas 1988: 101ff.), “a summa of philosophical wisdom ... in his own 
style” (Houser 1999: 110), which appeared in Latin only by stages, between (very 
roughly) 1150 and 1306 (d’Alverny 1994: 4–8). This work is cited here not in terms 
of any full edition I was able to consult, but to mark the important but as-yet little 
known point that Avicenna appears to be the single most important Arabic influence 
on the 13th century work of Aquinas, far more than Averroes — yet another field rich 
and vast for the enterprising doctoral student in philosophy.

Here I want to add a gloss on Avicenna apropos of chapter 4, pp. 101–104 above, 
esp. p. 102n71. The Latin translation alleged by Krempel as the first explicit source 
of the notion of relatio rationis as over against relatio realis seu categorialis seu prae
dicamentalis is from an original part of the Shifā dated to c.1024, in a Latin trans. 
of a date p.1150. The passage in question can be found in Avicenna Latinus Liber 
de Philosophia Prima sive Scientia Divina I–IV, ed. critique de la traduction Latine 
médiévale par S. van Riet (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1977), Tractatus Tertius, Capitulum 
Decimum, p. 178 — whether translated originally by Gerard of Cremona or Domi-
nic Gundisalinus seemed undetermined (ed. cit. p. 123*n2).

c.1024, trans. into Latin p.1150, with earliest complete manuscript c.1240: Avicenna Latinus. 
Liber de Philosophia Prima sive Sci en tia Divina I–IV, édition critique de la traduction 
Latine médiévale, par S. van Riet (Louvain: E. Peeters, 1977).



 ❑ RefeRences	 411

BACON, Francis (1561–1626).
1620. Novum Organum, ed. Thomas Fowler (Oxford, 1889); English trans. and ed. by 

Fulton H. An der son, The New Organon (Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1960).

BACON, Roger (1214?–1294).
c.1245. Sumule dialectices magistri Rogeri Baconi, in Fascicle 15 of the 16 Fascicles Opera hac

tenus inedita Rogeri Bacon, ed. Robert Steele (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940), pp. 
191–359, with “Notes and Conjectural Emendations” on pp. 363–369. Steele’s In-
troductio, pp. x–xxiii, treats specifically of the Sumule beginning on p. xiii. A work 
whose authenticity has often been challenged, Steele deems (p. xiv) that the Sumule 
“may now be ascribed with certainty to Roger Bacon” (but Steele also thinks that 
Petrus Hispanus was Pope John XXI).

c.1267. De Signis, ed. Fredborg, Nielsen, and Pinborg in Traditio Volume XXXIV (New 
York: Fordham Un i versity Press, 1978), pp. 81–136.

1292. Compendium Studii Theologiae, trans. as Compendium of the Study of Theology in a bilin-
gual edition by Thomas S. Maloney (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1988), 31–119.

BADAWI, Abdurrahman (17 February 1917–2002 July 25).
1968. La Transmission de la Philosophie Grecque au Monde Arabe (Paris: Vrin).

BALDWIN, James Mark (12 January 1861–1934 November 8) Editor.
1901–1905. Dictionary of Philosophy and Psychology (New York: Macmillan), in 3 Volumes.

BAÑEZ, Domingo (1528–1604).
1584/8. Scholastica commentaria in primam partem Summae Theologiae S. Thomae Aquinatis, ed. 

L. Urbano (Madrid: Editorial F.E.D.A., 1934). For a partial English trans. which has 
tried to ameliorate the tech ni cal structure of the original commentary on Question 
3, Article 4, see Llamzon 1966.

1599. Institutiones minoris dialecticae, quas summulae vocant (Salamanca: Andreas Renaut); 
Book I, tract 1, cap. 2, pp. 15–18, trans. in Beuchot 1995: 103–106, which translation 
is cited in Chapter 7, p. 275 note 304, of the present book.

BAYLE, Pierre (1647–1706).
1686/8. Commentaire philosophique sur ces paroles de JesusChrist Contrainles d’entrer; où l’on 

prouve par plusieurs raisons démonstratives qu ‘l n’y a rien de plusabominable que de 
faire des conversions par la contrainte, & l’on refute tous les sophismes des convertisseurs à 
contrainte, & l’apologie que S. Augustin a faite des persécutions. This work was issued 
pseudonymously as “Traduit de l’anglois du Jean Fox de Bruggs par M.J.F.” and 
with a fictitious imprint: “A Cantorbery, Chez Thomas Litwel” (the actual publisher 
being Wolfgang of Amsterdam) details which serve to underline how fragile was 
the notion of “rights of conscience” as late as modernity’s early years. The work 
appeared in four parts: Volumes I and II in October of 1686, Volume III in June of 
1687, with a “Supplement” that appeared in January of 1688.

The two volumes of 1686 only have been translated and commented upon, with 
scattered references to the “Supplement”, by Amie Godman Tannenbaum., Pierre 
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xix–xlviii, ed. Girardus I. Etzkorn and Franciscus E. Kelley.
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Wood and GedeonGál with Romualdo Green.
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1322b, April-October. Expositio super libros elenchorum, OP III (1979), ed. Franciscus del 
Punta (time of com po sition discussed on pp. 13*–16*, esp. 15*).
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i.1322/4a. Quodlibeta Septem (1322, fall: Q. 1; 1323, winter & spring: Qq. II & III; 1323, fall: 
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 ❑ RefeRences	 449

1345. Tractatus Minor Logicae, in OP VII (1988: 1–57), ed. E. M. Buytaert and rev. G. Gál 
and J. Giermak (time of composition discussed on pp. 5*–11*, esp. p. 11*).
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Peirce, Vols. I–VI ed. Charles Hartshorne and Paul Weiss (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1931–1935), Vols. VII–VIII ed. Arthur W. Burks (same publisher, 
1958); all eight vols. in electronic form ed. John Deely (Char lottesville, VA: Intelex 
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Unpublished mss. are cited by number, using the pagination made by the Insti-
tute for Studies in Pragmaticism at Texas Tech University in Lubbock.
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1867. “On a New List of Categories”, Proceedings of the American Academy of Arts and Sci
ences 7 (presented 14 May 1867), 287–298; in CP 1.545-559, with “notes on the 
preceding” continuing to 1.567 (Burks p. 261); and in W 2.49–59.
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467): see Burks 278-280 for details.
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vard University Press).
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to Guide us in Accepting or Rejecting Historical Testimony”.

1902. “Universal (and Universality)”, entry for Baldwin 1901-1902 (q.v.), Vol. 2, pp. 737-
741; CP 2.367-371 (deletions) (Burks p. 293).

1902a. “Premise (and Premiss)”, entry for Baldwin 1901-1902 (q.v.), Vol. 2, pp. 330-331; 
CP 2.582-583.

1902b. “Sign”, entry for Baldwin 1901–1905: vol. 2, 527.
c.1902. “Minute Logic”, draft for a book complete consecutively only to Chapter 4. Pub-

lished in CP in extracts scattered over six of the eight volumes, including 1.203–283, 
1.575–584; 2.1–202; 4.227–323, 6.349–352; 7.279, 7.374n10, 7.362–387 except 
381n19. (For fuller detail, see Burks 293–294.)

1903. “The Ethics of Terminology”, from A Syllabus of Certain Topics of Logic (Boston: 
Alfred Mudge & Son), pp. 10–14; reprinted in CP 2.219–2.226 continuing 1.202 
(Burks p. 295).

1903a. Lowell Lectures, “Some Topics of Logic Bearing on Questions Now Vexed”, esp.: 
lect. IIIA, “Lessons from the History of Philosophy”, CP 1.15–26; draft 3 of lect. 
3 entitled “Degenerate Cases”, in CP 1.521–544; lect. 8, “How To Theorize”, CP 
5.590–604 (Burks p. 295); and the section published in CP 4.510–529 under the title 
“The Gamma Part of Existential Graphs”.

1903b. Materials for the series of lectures on pragmatism delivered at Harvard, March-May 
(fuller detail in Burks pp. 294–295): 

Lecture I, “On Pragmatism and the Normative Sciences”, in CP 5.14–5.40; 
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Lecture II, “On Phenomenology”, Draft 1 CP 1.322–323 are from it, Draft 2 CP 
5.41–56 and 541n* are from it, Draft 3 (adding “or the Categories” to the title) CP 
5.59–65; 

Lecture III, “On the Categories” (cf. CP 5.66n* and 5.82n*), Version “a”, “The 
Categories Continued” CP 5.71n1 and 5.82–87 are from it, Version “b”, “The Cat-
egories Defended” CP 5.66–81 (except 5.71n1 and 5.77n1) and 5.88–92 are from it;

Lecture IV, “The Seven Systems of Metaphysics”, CP 5.771n1, 5.93–119, 5.57–
58, 5.57n*, 1.314–316, 1.314n*, 5.118n*;

Lecture V, “On Three Kinds of Goodness”, CP 5.120–150;
Lecture VI, “On Three Types of Reasoning”, CP 5.151–179;
Lecture VII, “On Pragmatism and Abduction”, CP 5.180–212.

1903c. “On Phenomenology, or The Categories”, Draft 3 of Lecture 2 for the March-May 
Harvard lecture series on Pragmatism, in CP 5.59–65 (Burks p. 294).

1903d. “The Categories Defended”, Ms. 308 as printed in EP 2.160–178. This is the text of 
the third of the Harvard Lectures of 1903 (entry 1903b above), delivered on April 3.

1903e. “Degenerate Thirdness”, from version b of the third Harvard Lecture of 1903 (en-
try 1903b above).

c.1903. “Nomenclature and Divisions of Dyadic Relations, as far as they are determined”, 
CP 2.233–272 (Burks p. 296).

1904. “On Signs and the Categories”, from a letter to Lady Welby dated 12 October, in 
CP 8.327–341 (Burks p. 321).

1904a. Letter of 12 October from Peirce to Lady Welby, in Semiotics and Significs. The cor
respondence between Charles S. Peirce and Victoria Lady Welby, ed. Charles S. Hardwick 
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1977), 22–36.

1905. “What Pragmatism Is”, The Monist 15 (April), 161–181; reprinted in CP 5.411–437, 
with 5.414–5.435 being editorially headed “Pragmaticism” in CP.

1905a. “Issues of Pragmaticism”, The Monist 15 (October), 481–499; reprinted in CP 
5.438–463, except 448n1, which is from 1906 [see Burks, entry for 1905(d), p. 298) 
(Burks p. 297). Also reprinted in EP 2.346–359.

c.1905. Unsigned letter addressed to Signor Calderoni, in CP 8.205–213.
c.1905a. “Pragmaticism, Prag. [4].” The first page of the ms. is missing. CP 5.502–537 with 

a deletion.
1905–1906. Ms. 283, partially published under the title “The Basis of Pragmaticism” in CP 

1.573–574 (=ms. pp. 37–45), 5.549–554 (=ms. pp. 45–59), and 5.448n. (=ms. pp. 
135–148) (Burks p. 328 and 298).

1906. “The Basis of Pragmaticism in the Normative Sciences”, in EP 2.371–397.
c.1906. Partially printed under the title, “The Founding of Pragmatism”, in The Hound and 

the Horn 2 (April–June, 1929), and reprinted under the title, “Historical Affinities 
and Genesis [of Pragmatism]”, in CP 5.11–13; both are from “Pragmatism (Edi-
tor [3])”, which continues 5.13, under the title “A Survey of Pragmaticism”, in CP 
5.464–496.

c.1906a. “Reflexions upon Pluralistic Pragmatism and upon Cenopythagorean Pragmati-
cism”, CP 5.555–564.

1907. “Pragmatism”, Reading 28 in EP 2.398–433.
c.1907. Ms. 318 in Robin 1967: 36–7, numbered ISP 00002–00350: one of the most impor-

tant of Peirce’s literary remains, this many-layered ms. has never been published in 
full. Where I have drawn on unpublished sections I have used a photocopy bearing 
the sheet numbers stamped by the Texas Tech Institute for Studies in Pragmaticism 
(hence: ISP nos.) on the electroprint copy Ketner with associates had made from mi-
crofilm, and then checked against the original in the Harvard archives. Further sub-
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divisions and rearrangements have been made since. Originally an untitled letter-
article to the editor of The Nation, this ms. has several partial draft endings signed 
“Charles Santiago Peirce”, but no single, consecutive, complete draft as a whole. 
Part appears in CP 5.464-496 under a title supplied by the editors of the volume, “A 
Survey of Pragmaticism” (cf. Burks p. 299). A small segment appears under the title 
“From Pragmatism” in NEM III.1: 481–494. The most complete, but still partial, 
presentation of this document is in EP 2.398–433, under the title “Pragmatism” (the 
1907 entry immediately above).

1908. Draft of a letter dated December 24, 25, 28 “On the Classification of Signs”, CP 
8.342–379 except 368n23 are from it (Burks p. 321 par. 20.b). In Hardwick ed. 1977: 
73–86; and EP 2.478–483.

1908a. “A Neglected Argument for the Reality of God”, CP 6.452–485 (Burks p. 300).
1909. A set of manuscripts all with “Meaning” and the date in the upper left-hand corner 

of the pages, from which CP 1.27 derives (Burks p. 300).
c.1909. “Some Amazing Mazes, Fourth Curiosity”, CP 6.318–348.
1913.  “An Essay toward Reasoning in Security and Uberty”, in EP 2.463–474.

PEIRCE, Charles S., Editor.
1883. Studies in Logic by Members of the Johns Hopkins University (Boston: Little, Brown, and 

Co.).

PELIKAN, Jaroslav (17 December 1923–2006 May 13).
1971–1989. The Christian Tradition. A History of the Development of Doctrine (Chicago: The 

University of Chi-ca go Press), in 5 Volumes:
1971. Vol. 1, The Emergence of the Catholic Tradition (100–600);
1974. Vol. 2, The Spirit of Eastern Christendom (600–1700);
1978. Vol. 3, The Growth of Medieval Theology (600–1300);
1984. Vol. 4, Reformation of Church and Dogma (1300–1700);
1989. Vol. 5, Christian Doctrine and Modern Culture (since 1700).
1987. “The Odyssey of Dionysian Spirituality”, in Luibheid et al. 1987: 11–24.
1993. Christianity and Classical Culture. The Metamorphosis of Natural Theology in the Chris

tian Encounter with Hellenism (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press).

PETRARCA (“PETRARCH”), Francesco (20 July 1304–1374 July 19).
1367/8. De suiipsius et multorum ignorantia, in Francisci Petrarchae Operum (Basle, Switzer-

land: 1554), vol. II, pp. 1141–1168. An English trans. by Hans Nachod appears in 
Cassirer, Kristeller and Randall eds 1948: 47–133, q.v.

PETRILLI, Susan (3 November 1954– ).
2008. "Semioethics and Responsibility", The American Journal of Semiotics 24.4, 3–48; re-

printed in Susan Petrilli and John Deely, ed., Sign Crossroads in Global Perspective. 
Semioethics and Resposibility (New Bruswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2010), 3-48.

PETRILLI, Susan, and Augusto PONZIO.
2003. Semioetica (Rome: Meltemi).

PETRUS HISPANUS (“PETER OF SPAIN”).
c.1245. Summulae Logicales, ed. I. M. Bochenski (Rome: Marietti, 1947).

PHARR, Clyde (1883–?), in collaboration with Theresa Sherrer Davidson and Mary Brown 
Pharr.

1952. The Theodosian Code and Novels and the Sirmondian Constitutions. A translation with 
commentary, glossary, and bibliography (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press); 
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being the compilation of the laws of the Roman Empire between ad313 and 438, 
and of the bulk of those in the Western Empire between ad438 and 468.

PHELAN, Gerald B. (1892–1965)
1941. Saint Thomas and Analogy (Milwaukee, WI: Marquette University Press).
1957. “The Being of Creatures”, in Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Associa

tion XXXI, 118–125.

PHILIP CANCELLARIUS (c.1160/1185–1236, “Philip the Chancellor”)
c.1225/8. Philippi Cancellarii Parisiensis Summa de Bono, critical ed. by N. Wicki (Bern: Cor-

pus philosophorum medii aevi II, 1985).

PINBORG, Jan (1937–1982).
1975. “Introduction to the Text” of Kilwardby Adscriptus c.1250, q.v.: 1+ – 11+.
1975a. “Introduction to the Text” of Augustine 387ad: see Jackson 1975 entry above.

PIPES, Daniel (1949– ).
1990. The Rushdie Affair. The Novel, the Ayatollah, and the West (New York: Birch Lane 

Press).

PITTENDRIGH, Colin S. (13 October 1919–1996 March 19).
1958. “Adaptation, Natural Selection, and Behavior”, in Behavior and Evolution, ed. Anne 

Roe and George Gaylord Simpson (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press), pp. 
390–416.

PLATO (c.427–c.347bc).
i.399–347bc. The Dialogues of Plato, which I have consulted in the trans. of B. Jowett (4th ed., 

rev.; Oxford, 1953) and in the ed. of Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns, in-
cluding the Letters (Pantheon Books: Bollingen Series LXXI, 1961). References to 
translators of Plato other than Jowett will be found in this Hamilton & Cairns col-
lection. The dialogues are chronologized as follows, on the general basis of Crombie 
1962: I, 9–14:

c.399–390bc, early dialogues presenting the life and teaching of Socrates: Apology, Charmides, 
Cratylus, Crito, Euthydemus, Euthyphro, Gorgias, Hippias I (“Minor”) and II (“Major”), 
Ion, Laches, Lysis, Menexenus, Meno, Protagoras;

c.391–360bc, middle dialogues presenting Plato’s own thought through the vehicle of 
Socrates: Parmenides, Phaedo, Phaedrus, Republic, Symposium, Theatetus;

c.359–347bc, late dialogues, treating sophisticated and ‘semi-professional’ issues: Laws, 
Philebus, Sophist, States man, Timaeus, Critias.

c.353bc. Letter VII: “Plato to the relatives and friends of Dion”, in The Platonic Epistles, trans. 
with Introduction and Notes by J. Harward (Cambridge, England: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1932), text of letter pp. 115–147 (=324a–352a), introductory remarks 
pp. 188–192, notes pp. 198–222; date assigned on p. 192. In the Hamilton & Cairns 
ed, the text of Letter VII is on pp. 1574–1598 in the trans. of Post 1925, q.v.

PLOTINUS (205–270/71).
Note. We have, as far as we know, most or all that Plotinus wrote. The best con-

temporary scholarship suggests that in fact he left 45 separate treatises (Gerson 
1994: xiv), but that these 45 treatises were divided up so that they could be presented 
in six groups of nine treatises (6 and 9 being in Porphyry’s mind “perfect” numbers), 
whence the title of the work, Enneads (= “The Nines”). The arrangement within the 
Enneads of the treatises artificially expanded to number 54 is again to some extent 
the posthumous devising of Porphyry. He arranges them according to themes, be-
ginning with the “earthly” themes, which are supposedly easier, and moving to the 
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“heavenly” themes, more difficult. (Thus he anticipated the blunder of Peirce’s edi-
tors in the creation of the so-called Collected Papers, but at least did not remove the 
means of correcting the blunder.)

Fortunately, in his Life of Plotinus, Porphyry he tells us what the chronological 
sequence of the treatises was overall, the first twenty-one having been composed 
prior to Porphyry’s arrival as a pupil in ad263 and probably beginning only around 
ad255 (i.ad255–263, therefore); the next twenty-three being composed during the 
period of Porphyry’s discipleship, that is, between ad263 and 268 (i.ad263–268); 
and the final nine having been composed between the time of Porphyry’s depar-
ture and the death of Plotinus (i.ad269–270/71). We use this threefold main dating 
system and retain the numbered sequence of 54 treatises subordinate to it, because 
this is how the student will find the treatises divided in all editions of the Enneads. 
Nonetheless, despite the “anti-developmentalist position” dominant among Ploti-
nus scholars today (Gerson 1994: xvii) — an attitude unable to cause too much harm 
in this case in view of the lateness of the beginning of the writings combined with 
the comparatively short span of time, some 16 years in all, over which developments 
could occur — it would be desirable to see a chronological edition of Porphyry’s 
text restored to what was most probably its author’s own division, toward which we 
note that the following combinations would be made to reach a probable 45 actual 
treatises: #s22+23; #s27+28+29; #s35+31+32+33; #s42+43+44; #s47+48. The result-
ing text of 45 treatises could still be titled Enneads (“The Nines”), but would have 
five groups instead of the traditional six.

In our entry, the Arabic numbers used for the chronological order are followed 
by a Roman numeral to indicate the main Ennead entry (I–VI), followed by a period 
and an Arabic number (1–9) to indicate the substatus within the main entry. For 
Greek editions used, see under Henry and Schwyzer, Eds., and under Bréhier, 
Ed, respectively.

i.ad255–263.
1 = I.6. On Beauty
2 = IV.7 On the Immortality of the Soul
3 = III.1. On Destiny
4 = IV.2. On the Essence of the Soul (II)
5 = V.9. On Intellect, the Forms, and Being
6 = IV.8. On the Descent of the Soul into Bodies
7 = V.4. How That Which Is After the First Comes From the First, and On the One
8 = IV.9. If All Souls Are One
9 = VI.9. On the Good or the One
10 = V.1. On the Three Primary Hypostases
11 = V.2. On the Origin and Order of the Beings Which Come After the First
12 = II.4. On Matter
13 = III.9. Various Considerations
14 = II.2. On the Movement of Heaven
15 = III.4. On Our Allotted Guardian Spirit
16 = I.9. On Going Out of the Body
17 = II.6. On Substance, or On Quality
18 = V.7. On the Question Whether There Are Ideas of Particulars
19 = I.2. On Virtues
20 = I.3. On Dialectic
21 = IV.1. On the Essence of the Soul (I)

i.ad263–268
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22 = VI.4. On the Presence of Being, One and the Same, Everywhere as a Whole (I)
23 = VI.5. On the Presence of Being, One and the Same, Everywhere as a Whole (II)
24 = V.6. On the Fact That That Which Is Beyond Being Does Not Think, and On What Is 

the Primary and What the Secondary Thinking Principle
25 = II.5. On What Exists Potentially
26 = III.6. On the Impassibility of Things Without Body
27 = IV.3. On Difficulties About the Soul (I)
28 = IV.4. On Difficulties About the Soul (II)
29 = IV.5. On Difficulties About the Soul (III), or On Sight
30 = III.8. On Nature and Contemplation and the One
31 = V.8. On the Intelligible Beauty
32 = V.5. That the Intelligibles Are Not Outside the Intellect, and On the Good
33 = II.9. Against the Gnostics
34 = VI.6. On Numbers
35 = II.8. On Sight, or On How Distant Objects Appear Small
36 = I.5.  On Whether WellBeing Increases with Time
37 = II.7. On Complete Transfusion
38 = VI.7. How the Multitude of the Forms Came Into Being, and On the Good
39 = VI.8. On Free Will and the Will of the One
40 = II.1. On Heaven
41 = IV.6. On Sense Perception and Memory
42 = VI.1. On the Kinds of Being (I)
43 = VI.2. On the Kinds of Being (II)
44 = VI.3. On the Kinds of Being (III)
45 = III.7. On Eternity and Time

i.ad269–270/71
46 = I.4. On WellBeing
47 = III.2. On Providence (I)
48 = III.3. On Prividence (II)
49 = V.3. On the Knowing Hypostases and That Which Is Beyond
50 = III.5. On Love
51 = I.8. On What Are Evils
52 = II.3. On Whether the Stars Are Causes
53 = I.1. What Is the Living Being and What Is Man?
54 = I.7. On the Primal Good and Other Goods

PLUTARCH (c.ad46–120).
a.ad120. Lives (New York: Everyman’s Library), 3 vols.

POINSOT, John (1589–1644).
Note. A complete table of all the editions, complete and partial, and in whatever 

language, of Poinsot’s systematic works in philosophy and theology is provided in 
Deely 1985: 396–397. A complete breakdown of the contents of the original volumes 
of Poinsot’s Cursus Theologicus and of the relation of that content to the volumes of 
the principal modern editions is provided in Deely 1994a: 284. The principal mod-
ern editions referred to in this work are abbreviated as follows:

R followed by a volume number (I, II, or III) and pages, with column (a or b) and 
line indications as needed = the Cursus Philosophicus Thomisti cus, ed. by B. Reiser in 3 
volumes (Turin: Marietti, 1930, 1933, 1937).

S followed by a volume number (I–IV) and page numbers = the five volumes of the 
incomplete critical edition of the Cursus Theologicus, ed. Dom Edmund Boissard, O.S.B. 
at Solesmes (Paris: Desclée, 1931, 1934, 1937, 1946; Matiscone: Protat Frères, 1953).
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V followed by a volume number (I–IX) = the complete edition ed. by Ludovicus 
Vivès published in Paris between 1883 and 1886.

2008. Critical Edition with “Appendix. Bibliographie zu Johannes Poinsot” by Martin 
Walter of Poinsot 1631–1635, Cursus Philosophicus (based on the 1948 corrected 2nd 
impression of this work as ed. by B. Reiser, printed Turin: Marietti; Hildesheim: 
Georg Olms Verlag), 3 vols., with Introductory Remarks by John Deely, Vol. I, pp. 
v–xiv.

1631. Artis Logicae Prima Pars (Alcalá, Spain). The opening pages 1–11a14 of this work 
and the “Quaestio Disputanda I. De Termino. Art. 6. Utrum Voces Significant per 
prius Conceptus an Res” pages 104b31–108a33, relevant to the discussion of signs 
in the Secunda Pars of 1632 (entry following), have been incorporated in the 1632a 
entry (second entry following, q.v., pp. 4–30 and 342-351 “Appendix A. On the Sig-
nification of Language”, respectively), for the independent edition of that discussion 
published by the University of California Press. From R I: 1–247.

1632. Artis Logicae Secunda Pars (Alcalá, Spain). From R I: 249–839.
1632a. Tractatus de Signis, subtitled The Semiotic of John Poinsot, extracted from the Artis 

Logicae Prima et Secunda Pars of 1631–1632 (above two entries) using the text of the 
emended second impression (1932) of the 1930 Reiser edition (Turin: Marietti), and 
arranged in bilingual format by John Deely in consul ta tion with Ralph A. Powell 
(First Edition; Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), as explained in Deely 
1985, q.v. 

This work is also available as a text database, stand-alone on floppy disk or com-
bined with an Aquinas database, as an Intelex Electronic Edition (Charlottesville, 
VA: Intelex Corp., 1992).

Pages in this volume are set up in matching columns of English and Latin, with 
intercolumnar num bers every fifth line. (Thus, references to the volume are by page 
number, followed by a slash and the appropriate line number of the specific section 
of text referred to — e.g., 287/3–26.)

1633. Naturalis Philosophiae Prima Pars (Madrid, Spain). In R II: 1–529.
1633a. By reason of its importance for the contemporary discussion of semiotic categories, 

I give a separate listing here to Poinsot’s treatment De primo cognito, “of being-as-
first-known”, within his Phi lo so phi ae naturalis prima pars (Part I of Natural Philosophy), 
as follows: Quaestio 1, “De Scientia Philosophiae et Ordine Cognoscendi” (“On 
Philosophical Knowledge and the Order of Knowing”), articulus 3, “Utrum magis 
universale, atque adeo ipsum ens ut sic, sit primo cognitum ab intellectu nos tro” 
(“Whether the more universal, and therefore being itself as such, is primarily known 
by hum an understanding”), Reiser ed. vol. II, 20a2–33b38.

The most important commentary on this text is to be found in Guagliardo 1994.
1634. Naturalis Philosophiae Tertia Pars (Alcalá, Spain); in R vol. II: 533–888.
1635. Naturalis Philosophiae Quarta Pars (Alcalá, Spain); in R vol. III: 1–425.
1637. Tomus Primus Cursus Theologici (Alcalá, Spain). V I & II; S I complete & II through 

p. 529. (Contents: “Three Introductory Treatises for beginners in theology: First, dis-
cussion of the complete text of Lombard’s sentences, Second, an explanation of the 
order of the questions and the subject matter in the Summa of St. Thomas Aquinas, 
Third, an examination of the purity, exactness, and unique authority of St. Thomas’s 
doctrine; Commentary on the First Part of the Summa theologiae of Thomas Aquinas, 
“Concerning God”, Questions 1–14; and finally a Treatise on the Days of the Creaton.)

In this volume, specific citation has been made from disp. viii, “De Immensitate 
et Contactu Divino ad Res”, S II 3–40, particularly Art. 6, “Utrum specialis modus 
existendi Dei per gratiam, sit bene assig natus”, S II pp. 36–39.
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1643. Tomus Secundus Cursus Theologici (Lyons, France). V III; S II 531–end + III. (Con-
tents: continuation of the Commentary on the First Part of Aquinas’s Summa, Ques-
tions 15–26 “Concerning God”.)

In this volume, specific citation has been made from disp. xxii, “De Veritate 
Transcendentali et Formali”, S II 589–638.

1643a. “Tractatus de Angelis” in Joannis a Sancto Thoma Cursus Theologicus Tomus IV, 
Solesmes ed. (Paris: Desclée, 1946), pp. 441–835.

This is one of the most extended treatments of this subject that comes down to us 
from the Latin Age, comprising 248 pages in folio, compared to the 95 folio pages 
on the subject in Aquinas himself. The earlier yet longer, 632 folio page treatment 
in Suárez, is fully known to and taken into account by Poinsot: e.g., see disp. 39, art. 
3, n. 5sqq.

1667 (posthumously edited). Tomus Octavus Cursus Theologici, ed. Franciscus Combefis 
(“Francois”, November 1605–1679 March 23; Paris). The Vivès edi tion of this work 
(Vol. IX; Paris, 1885) is the best modern edition. (Contents: In IIIam Partem, de 
Sacramentis in genere, de Eucharistia, de Poenitentia).

POJMAN, Louis P., Editor.
1998. Classics of Philosophy (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press).

POMPONAZZI, Pietro (1462–1524).
1516. De Immortalitate Animae, editio princeps with an English trans. by William Henry 

Hay II (Haverford, PA: Haverford College, 1938). Hay trans., with revisions by J. H. 
Randall, printed separately in Cassirer, Kristeller and Randall eds 1948: 280–381, to 
which separate printing of the Emglish page references are made, with Latin taken 
from the princeps facsimile.

PORPHYRY THE PHOENICIAN (c.232–301/6).
c.ad271. Porphyrii Isagoge et in Aristotelis Categorias Commentar ium (Greek text), ed. A. Busse 

(Berlin, 1887); English trans. by Edward W. Warren, Porphyry the Phoe ni cian: Isagoge 
(Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1975).

c.ad300. Porphyry on the Life of Plotinus and the Order of His Books, Greek text with English 
trans. by A. H. Armstrong in Vol. 1 of the 6–Volume Loeb Classical Library edition 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1961), pp. 1–85.

POST, L. A.
1925. Thirteen Epistles of Plato: Introduction, Translation and Notes (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press).

POTTER, Jean A.
1976. Introduction to Uhlfelder Trans. 1976: ix–xli.

POUILLON, O.S.B., H.
1930. “Le premier traité des propriétés transcendentales. La ‘Summa de Bono’ du Chance-

lier Philippe”, Revue néoscolastique de philosophie 42: 40–77.

POWELL, Ralph A. (21 September 1914–2001 June 12).
1960. “Etiam in sua tractatione acatholicorum probatur solum statum catholicum adim-

plere altissima desideria humanae naturae in hac vita” (“Only in its treatment of 
non-Catholics is it proved that even the Catholic state can fulfill the highest de-
sires of human nature in this life” — Powell’s trans.), in Thomistica Morum Principia 
(Rome: Officium Libri Catholici), Vol. I, 442–451.
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2000. “That a State Establishment of Any Religion Claiming Divine Revelation Is Con-
trary to Natural Law”, in Semiotics 2000, ed. Scott Simpkins, C. W. Spinks, and John 
Deely (New York: Peter Lang), in preparation.

PREVITÉ-ORTON, C. W. (1877–1947)
1952. The Shorter Cambridge Medieval History (Cambridge, England: Cambridge Univer-

sity Press), in two volumes.

PREZIOSI, Donald (1941– ).
1979. The Semiotics of the Built Environment (Bloomington: Indiana University Press).

PRISCIAN (“PRISCIANUS CAESARIENSIS”, c.480–c.560/70ad: but see Chapter 9 above, p. 
366 note 77 on the matter of dates).

c.ad526/7. Institutiones Grammaticae (“Foundations of Grammar”); ed. Martin Hertz in vols. 
2 (1855) and 3 (1859) of the Gram matici Latini in 7 volumes + 1 supplement, ed. 
Heinrich Keil (Leipzig: Teubner, 1855–1923).

PROCLUS (410–485ad).
Note on dating. Dodds (1963:xiv–xviii) sees no basis for a firm dating scheme 

within the Proclean corpus beyond affirming that the Elements is a “relatively early 
work”. The approximate date assigned, therefore, represents a guess trying to bal-
ance what “relatively early” might mean in the life of the author with the maturity 
of thought the work nonetheless embodies. And, in any event, it remains certain that 
none of the writings post-dated 485!

c.450ad. The Elements of Theology, a revised text with Translation, Introduction and Com-
mentary by E. R. Dodds (2nd ed.; Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1963).

PROTAGORAS of ABDERA (c.490/84–414/11bc).
The writing date assigned here reflects no more than the best guess that can be 

made as to the floruit of Protagoras.
c.444/1bc. On Truth. Fragment in Freeman 1948: 125.

The title of this work we have from Plato in the Theaetetus, 161c. Sextus Em-
piricus (a.225bad: VII, 60) refers to it under the title of Refutatory Arguments; but it 
would seem that a mid-4th century bc entitling should be given more weight than an 
early 3rd century ad one.

PRZYWARA, Erich (1889–1972).
1962. Analogia Entis: Metaphysik (Einsiedeln: Johannes-Verlag).

PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS THE AREOPAGITE.
Dating of this work is based on the earliest mention we have of this author’s 

works (532ad), which should be considered in connection with the fact that they 
presuppose the work of Proclus in particular and were composed within about a 
generation of Proclus’ death in 485ad.

a.532ad. PseudoDionysius. The Complete Works, translation by Colm Luibheid; Foreword, 
Notes, and translation collaboration by Paul Rorem; Preface by Rene Roques; with 
Introductions by Jaroslav Pelikan, Jean Leclerq, and Karlfried Froehlich (New York: 
Paulist Press, 1987). The works break down as follows:

 1. The Divine Names, pp. 47–131;
 2.  The Mystical Theology, pp. 134–141.
 3.  The Celestial Hierarchy, pp. 143–191.
 4.  The Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, pp. 193–259.
 5.  The [Ten] Letters, pp. 261–291.



460 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

Pseudo-ISIDORE.
c.849ad. Decretales PseudoIsidorianae et Capitula Angilramni, ed. with an Introduction by 

Paulus Hinschius (Leipzig: Bernard Tauchnitz, 1863).

Pseudo-KILWARDBY, Robert: see Kilwardby Adscriptus.

PTOLEMY, Claudius (c.ad100–c.175).
c.ad150. Almagest (Mathematike Syntaxis), trans. and annotated G. J. Toomer with a Fore-

word by Owen Gingerich (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998).

PYTHAGORAS of CROTONA (c.570–c.495bc).
Date for writing based on the prime assigned by Freeman 1946: 73.

c.530bc. No known writings; Freeman 1948: 20.

QUASTEN, Johannes (3 May 1900–1987 March 10).
1950. Patrology Vol. I. The Beginnings of Christian Literature (Westminster, MD: The New-

man Press).

RACITI, Gaetano. 
1961. “L’autore del De spiritu et anima,” Rivista di filosofia neoscolastica 53, 385-401.

RADICE, Betty, Translator.
1974. The Letters of Abelard and Heloise translated from the Latin (Harmondsworth Village, 

Great Britain: Penguin Classics).
1977. Abelard & Heloise. the Story of His Misfortunes and the Personal Letters, trans. with an 

Introduction and Notes by Betty Radice; wood-engravings by Raymond Hawthorn 
(London: The Folio Society).

RADICE, Betty, Translator, and M. T. CLANCHY, Editor.
2003. The Letters of Abelard and Heloise in the 1974 trans. of Radice, but revised and ex-

panded by M. T. Clanchy (London: Penguin).

RAHNER, Karl (March 20, 1904–March 30, 1984).
1939. Geist in Welt: zur Metaphysik der endlichen Erkenntnis bei Thomas von Aquin (doctoral 

dissertation com plet ed in May of 1936; Innsbruck: Felizian Rauch).
1957. Geist in Welt (2. Auflage im Auftrage des Verfassers überarbeitet und ergänzt von Jo-

hannes Baptist Metz; Munich: Kösel-Verlag), trans. by William Dych as Spirit in the 
World (from the 2nd German ed. prepared by John Baptist Metz; New York: Herder 
and Herder, 1968). In his “Preface” to this 2nd ed. Rahner tells us that “whatever 
distinguishes the second from the first edition is due to Dr. Metz” with whom in the 
matter Rahner professes himself “in complete agreement”.

RAMIREZ, Didacus.
1645. “Vita Rmi P. Joannis a Sto Thoma”, earliest biography of Poinsot, originally pub-

lished at the beginning of the first posthumous volume, i.e., Tomus Quartus, of the 
Cursus Theologicus; reprinted as Appendix I to Solesmes, 1931: xxv-xliij, to which 
reprinting page references in this work are made.

RAMIREZ, J. M.
1924. “Jean de St. Thomas”, Dictionnaire de théologie catholique (Paris: Letouzey), Vol. 8, 

803-808. (Note: This work is not reliable for chronology. See Reiser, 1930: XV, ¶ 
c.).

RANDALL, Jr., John Herman (14 February 1899–1980 December 1).
1962. The Career of Philosophy. Vol. I: From the Middle Ages to the Enlightenment (New York: 

Columbia Uni ver sity Press).



 ❑ RefeRences	 461

RAPOSA, Michael.
1994. “Poinsot on the Semiotics of Awareness”, American Catholic Philosophical Quar terly 

68.3 “Special Issue on John Poinsot” (Summer, 1994), pp. 395–408.

RASMUSSEN, Douglas B.
1980. “Deely, Wittgenstein, and Mental Events”, The New Scholasticism LIV.1 (Winter 

1980), 60–67.
1982. “Wittgenstein and the Search for Meanings”, in Semiotics 1982, ed. John Deely and 

Jonathan Evans (Lanham, MD: University Press of America 1987), 577–590.
1983. “Rorty, Wittgenstein, and the Nature of Intentionality”, ACPA Proceedings 57 (1983), 

157–162.

RATZINGER, Joseph (16 March 1927– ; Pope Benedict XVI as of 19 April 2005).
1970. Introduction to Christianity (New York: Herder and Herder).
2009. June 29 encyclical letter “Caritas in Veritate” (Vatican City).

REILLY, John P.
1971. Cajetan’s Notion of Existence (The Hague: Mouton).

RENAN, Ernest (28 February 1823–1892 October 12).
1882. Averroès et l’Averroïsme (4th ed., rev. and enlarged, of 1852 original; Paris: Calman 

Lévy).

RENARD, S.J., Henri (1894–1981).
1946. The Philosophy of Being (2nd ed. rev. and enlarged; Milwaukee, WI: Bruce Publishing 

Company).

RICCIOTTI, Giuseppe (27 February 1890–1964 January 22).
1953. Era dei Martiri, trans. as The Age of the Martyrs. Christianity from Diocletian to Con

stantine (Milwau kee: Bruce, 1959).

ROBERT, J. D. (1910– )
1947. “La métaphysique, science distincte de toute autre discipline philosophique selon 

Saint Thomas d’Aquin”, Divus Thomas (Piacenza) L, 206–223.

ROENSCH, Frederick J.
1964. The Early Thomistic School (Dubuque, IA: The Priory Press).

ROLT, C. E.
1920. “Dionysius the Areopagite. Introduction” to Dionysius the Areopagite on the Divine 

Names and the Mystical Theology, trans. C. E. Rolt (London: The Macmillan Com-
pany), 1–49.

ROMEO, Luigi.
1977. “The Derivation of ‘Semiotics’ through the History of the Discipline”, in Semiosis 6, 

Heft 2, 37–49. 
1979. “Pedro da Fonseca in Renaissance Semio tics: A Segmental History of Footnotes”, 

Ars Semeiotica II.2 (1979), 187–204.

ROREM, Paul.
1993. PseudoDionysius. A commentary on the texts and an introduction to their influence (Ox-

ford, England: Oxford University Press).

ROSS, W. D.
1928–1952. The Works of Aristotle Translated into English, in XII vols. (Oxford: The Claren-

don Press).



462 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

RUSHDIE, Salman (1947– ).
1988. The Satanic Verses (London: Viking Penguin).

RUSSELL, Anthony F. (26 November 1922–1999 April 12).
1987. “The Semiotic of Causality and Participation: A New Perspective on the Cajetan—

Fabro—Montagnes Controversy over the Analogy of Being”, in Semiotics 1987, ed. 
John Deely (Lanham, MD: Uni ver sity Press of America, 1988), 467–472.

RUSSELL, Bertrand (18 May 1872–1970 February 2).
1959. My Philosophical Development (New York: Simon and Schuster).

SALISBURY, John of (c.1115/20–1180).
1159. Metalogicus, first printed in Paris in 1610, trans. with an Introduction & Notes by 

Daniel D. McGarry as The Metalogicon of John of Salisbury. A twelfthcentury defense of 
the verbal and logical arts of the trivium (Berkeley: University of California Press).

SANTAELLA (= SANTAELLA-BRAGA), Lúcia.
1994. “The Way to Postmodernity”, in Deely 1994a: xi–xiii

SANTILLANA, Giorgio de (1902–1974).
1955. The Crime of Galileo (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press).

SARPI, Paolo (14 August 1552–1623 January 15).
1619. Istoria del Concilio Tridentino, reprint of the 1935 critical edition of Giovanni Gam-

barin, with an Introduction by Renzio Pecchioli (Florence, Italy: Sansoni Editore, 
2nd printing, 1982).

SAUSSURE, Ferdinand de (26 November 1857–1913 February 22)
1916. Cours de Linguistique General (Paris: Payo). Lectures delivered at the University of 

Geneva i.1906–1911 and posthumously published from auditors notes by Charles 
Bally and Albert Sechehaye with the collaboration of Albert Riedlinger.

SCHECK, Thomas P., Editor and Translator.
2001. Origen. Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans. Books 1–5 (Washington, DC: Catho-

lic University of America Press). 
2002. Origen. Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans. Books 6–10 (Washington, DC: Cath-

olic University of America Press).

SCHEIBLER, Christoph (1589–1653).
1617. Opus Metaphysicum, Duobus Libris (Glessae Hessorum: Typis Nicholai Ham pelii), 

esp. I, 776–826, for the discussion of signs.

SCHILLACI, Anthony (1927–).
1961. Separation: Starting Point of Metaphysics (unpublished doctoral dissertation; Rome: 

International Pontifical Athenaeum “Angelicum”), 2 Vols.

SCHMITT, F. S.
1932. “Zur Chronologie der Werke des hl. Anselm von Canterbury”, Revue Bénédictine 44, 

pp. 322–350.

SCHMITZ, Heinz R. (1936–1982 January 26): see under pen-name of KORN, Ernst R.

SCHMITZ, Kenneth L. (1922– ).
1953. The Problem of the Immortality of the Human Soul in the Works of Cajetan (1469–1534) 

(unpublished doctoral dissertation; University of Toronto, Canada).
1982. The Gift: Creation (Milwaukee, WI: Marquette University Press).
1990. “Postmodern or modern-plus?”, Communio 17 (Summer), 152–166.



 ❑ RefeRences	 463

2010. “Semiotics or metaphysics as first philosophy? Triadic or dyadic relations in regard 
to Four ages of understanding”, in Semiotica 178–2/4, 118–131.

SCHOONENBERG, Piet (1 October 1911–1999 December 21).
1965. Man and Sin: A Theological View, trans. Joseph Donceel (South Bend, IN: University 

of Notre Dame Press).
1967. “Original sin and man’s situation”, Theology Digest 15.3 (Autumn), 203–208.

SCOTT-MONCRIEFF, C. K. (1889–1930)
i.1133–1144. The Letters of Abelard and Heloise (New York: A. A. Knopf, 1926).

SCOTUS, Joannes Duns (c.1266–1308).
Note. I have used the Joannis Duns Scoti Doctoris Subtilis, Ordinis Minorum Opera 

Om  nia, editio nova juxta editionem Waddingi XII tomos (at the Dominican priory 
in Xochimilco, Mexico City; Lyons 1639) continentem a patribus Francis canis de 
observantia accurate recognita, apud Ludovicum Vivès, Bibliopolam Edi tor em Via 
Vulgo Dicta Delambre, 13 (Paris, 1891–1895), 26 vols.

c.1300. Opus Oxoniense (=Ordinatio), vols. 8–21.
c.1302–1303. Reportata Parisiensia, vols. 22–24.
a.1308. Quaestiones aureae et subtiles super libros Elenchorum Aristotelis (Venice: Joannes Hertz-

og, 1495).
a.1308a. In Perihermenias, opus secundum, in vol. I.
a.1308b. Super libros Elenchorum, in vol. II.

SCOTUS ERIGENA, Joannes (c.ad810–c.877).
c.ad840/60. Iohannis Scotti Annotationes in Marcianum [Commentary on Capella i.ad410–429, 

The Marriage of Philology and Mercury], ed. C. Lutz (Cambridge, MA: Medieval 
Academy of America, 1939).

c.ad867. Periphyseon, or The Division of Nature (De divisione naturae), ed. and trans. Myra 
I. Uhlfelder with summaries of untranslated text by Jean A. Potter (Indianapolis: 
Bobbs-Merrill, 1976). See further Floss ed. 1853, and Jeauneau 1996, for the best 
Latin editions of this text.

SCRUTON, Roger (17 February 1944– ).
1980. “Possible Worlds and Premature Sciences”, in The London Review of Books, 7 Febru-

ary 1980, reviewing Preziosi 1979 and Eco 1976.

SEBEOK, Thomas A. (9 November 1920–2001 December 21).
1971. “‘Semiotics’ and Its Congener”, Linguistic and Literary Studies in Honor of Archibald 

A. Hill, I: General and Theoretical Linguistics, ed. by Mohammad Ali Jazayery, Edgar 
C. Polomé, and Werner Winter (Lisse: The Peter de Ridder Press, 1976), p83–295; 
reprinted in Sebeok 1976: 47–58, where it is noted (47*) that this article in English 
was “originally drafted in December, 1971”, and that “various versions” have ap-
peared in Hebrew, Italian, Japanese, Polish, Portuguese, Romanian, and Russian.

1976. Contributions to the Doctrine of Signs (Indiana University, Bloom ing ton, and The Pe-
ter De Ridder Press, Lisse). Reprinted 1985 with a “Prefatory Essay ‘Challenging 
Signs at the Crossroads’” by Brooke Williams Deely (= Sources in Semiotics IV; 
Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1985), xv–xlii.

The crossword anagram on the cover of The American Journal of Semiotics begin-
ning with vol. 19.1–4 (2003) was designed by Williams Deely from this Sebeok text.

 1978. “‘Talking’ with Animals: Zoosemiotics Explained”, Animals 111.6 (Decem-
ber), pp. 20ff.

1978a. “Looking in the Destination for What Should Have Been Sought in the Source”, 
Diogenes 104 (1978), 112–137.



464 ❑ Medieval Philosophy Redefined

1984, June 3. “The Evolution of Communication and the Origin of Language”, lecture in 
the June 1–3 ISISSS ‘84 Colloquium on “Phylogeny and Ontogeny of Communica-
tion Systems”. Published under the title “Communication, Language, and Speech. 
Evolutionary Considerations”, in Sebeok 1986: 10–16.

1986. I Think I Am A Verb. More Contributions to the Doctrine of Signs (New York: Plenum 
Press).

1988. “Language: How Primary a Modeling System?”, in Semiotics 1987, ed. John Deely 
(Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1988), pp. 15–27.

1990. “The Sign Science and the Life Science”, in “Symbolicity”. Papers in Honor of Thomas 
A. Sebeok’s 70th Birthday, ed. Jeff Bernard, John Deely, Vilmos Voigt, and Gloria 
Withalm (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1993), 243–252; this volume 
is bound together with Semiotics 1990, ed. Karen Haworth, John Deely, and Terry 
Prewitt, but with its own pagination.

SEBEOK, Thomas A., (9 November 1920–2001 December 21), and Robert ROSENTHAL (2 
March 1933– ), Editors. 

1981. The Clever Hans Phenomenon: Communication with Horses, Whales, Apes, and People 
(Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, Vol. 364; New York: The New York 
Academy of Sciences).

SEBEOK, Thomas A., and Jean UMIKER-SEBEOK.
1981. “Clever Hans and Smart Simians: The Self-Fulfilling Prophecy and Kindred Meth-

odological Pitfalls”, Anthropos 76.1–2 (1981): 89-165.

SERTILLANGES, A. D. (16 November 1863–1948 July 26).
1945. L’Idée de Creation (Paris: Aubier).
1948. The Intellectual Life: its spirit, conditions, methods, trans. Mary Ryan (Westminster, 

MD: Newman Press) of La Vie Intellectuelleson esprit, ses conditions, ses méthodes (nou-
velle ed., rev. et aug.; Paris: Desclée, 1934).

SEXTUS EMPIRICUS (c.150–c.225ad). 
The reference here to Sextus Empiricus uses the traditional twofold division, 

dated as prior to (the prefix “a.” indicating ante or “before”) the guesstimated de-
mise of the author in 225ad and arranged as “a” and “b”, with further explanation 
following:

a.225aad. Outlines of Pyrrhonism, in 3 Book (= Bury Vol. 1). Alternate trans. in Mates 1996: 
87–217, q.v.

a.225bad. Adversus Mathematicos, in 11 Book (= Bury Vols. 4, 3, and 2, respectively) as follows:
Introductory section “Against the Professors” in general, Book I, §s 1–40, Bury Vol. 1 

pp. 1–25.
Book I = “Against the Grammarians”, §s 41–end, Bury Vol. 4 pp. 25–187.
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The extant works of this author are of three titles: (1) Outlines of Pyrrhonism in 3 
Books, that is to say, Outlines of Skepticism, Pyrrho having founded the ancient school 
now called “Skepticism”, as we saw in Chapter 4, p. ? above; (2) Against the Dogma
tists in 5 Books, to wit, logicians, physicists, and ethicists; and (3) Against the Profes
sors or “Mathematici”, that is to say, the professors of the arts of grammar, rhetoric, 
geometry, arithmetic, astronomy (or “astrology”), and music. (How the grammar-
ians and rhetoricians came to be called “mathematicists” is unclear, whereas the 
other four are self-explanatory.)

For whatever reason, perhaps because logic and ethics along with natural phi-
losophy were taught in the faculty of arts in the Latin universities, these three works 
of Sextus Empiricus came to be divided simply into two, namely, the Outlines, which 
summarizes the skeptical position and contrasts it with dogmatism, especially that 
ascribed to the Stoics; the second the Adversus Mathematicos, formed into 11 Books 
by appending the five books of work (2) above to the six books of work (3) to give in 
one handy compendium a comprehensive attack in detail against all the professors 
of arts and sciences. It is this later, twofold division that came to be most customarily 
used in citing the author.

The only full English translation of Sextus Empiricus, that of R. G. Bury, fortu-
nately appears along with the Greek text in 4 volumes (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1935–1953, in the copies before me). But, less fortunately (cf. the 
remarks in Mates 1996: 220), Bury presents the writings accord ing to the inner divi-
sions of the three works rather than using for his main title pages either the threefold 
title and subdivisions we have apparently from Sextus himself or the twofold title 
and subdivisions which subsequently became customary. As a result, Bury in effect 
constructs his own presentation for the writ ings, a presentation which creates suf-
ficient confusion to require a great deal of sorting out for anyone coming to his four 
volumes on the basis of any reference to or familiarity with the more customary 
twofold presentation of the Outlines in three books followed by Adversus Mathemati
cos in   eleven Books.

Accordingly, for the ease of the reader and especially to facilitate anyone using 
this present volume in connection with any research involving Sextus Empiricus, I 
here present the contents of the volumes containing Bury’s translation along with 
the Greek text, and show how Bury’s contents correlate with the original threefold 
division of Sextus Empiricus’ writings, the correlation with the traditional twofold 
division being given in the main Reference entry above.

First, then, the Bury presentation itself: Volume 1 (1939), Outlines of Pyrrhonism; 
Volume 2 (1935), Against the Logicians, in 2 Books; Volume 3 (1953), Against the 
Physicists, in 2 Books, pp. 1–381, and Against the Ethicists, pp. 383–509; Volume 4 
(1949), Against the Professors, in 6 Books. This correlates with Sextus Empiricus’ own 
threefold division of his works as follows: the Outlines of Pyrrhonism, in 3 Books = 
Bury Vol. I; the 5 Books Against the Dogmatists (logicians, physicists, and ethicists) = 
Bury Vols. 2 and 3; the 6 Books Against the Professors or “Schoolmasters” (grammar-
ians, rhetoricians, geometricians, arithmeticists, astronomers, and musicians) = Bury 
Vol. 4. The correlation of the Bury presentation with the traditional twofold divi-
sion, wherein the 5 Books against the dogmatists are added to the 6 Books against 
the arts professors under the one contrarian title of the latter work, then, is as set out 
in the main reference entry above.
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118,.125-128,.131,.135,.136,.138,.152,.155,.158,..
159,.161,.167,.168,.171-196,.198-223,.225-229,..
231-234,.236-239,.241-249,.251-266,.269-286,..
288,.290-294,.298,.299,.301-304,.306,.311,.314,..
318-320,.322-326,.329,.330,.339,.340,.344,.345,..
348,.350,.352,.358-360,.362,.367,.370-372,.376,..
377,.380-384,.388,.390,.392,.393,.395,.400,.404,..
406,.407,.410,.416,.423,.424,.433,.438,.440,.444,..

448,.449,.456,.458,.469,.472
and.“abstraction”,.Latin.uses.of...... 318,.318n52,.387n2
on.analogy,.so-called..............................175,.227-243

Cajetan’s.commentary.on.analogy..
problem.....................237-241,.241n204,.253

dissatisfactions.with.Cajetan’s..
treatment................................. 241,.242

rule.governing.all.analogy.....................233-234
on.angels......109-110,.110n22,.321,.340n101,.392n15
on.Anselm’s.argument.for.God........125-127,.126n18
and.“atheism,.new”....................181.text.and.note.31
authorities,.problems.with.......186-187,.372n79,.400
“beatific.vision”............................................... 191n62
Boethius,.commentary.on....................................... 96

development.in.Maritain................................ 96
Bonaventure,.contrast.with..................................... 69
on.categories,.scope.of.Aristotle’s.scheme.of........ 360
cenoscopy, priority of and limits of.... xxxviii, 174, 205,.

219,.384
commentary,.pioneer.in.method..

of.commentary.......................................... 105,.381
components.of.change.three,.not.two..

(trialism, not dualism)..........................xxix, 66n29
cosmological.image,.on.hypothetical.nature.of.as.

unchanging................... 157-158,.184-186,.186n48
creation,.distinctiveness.of.as.action...... 67,.71,.155,.

176-177,.202-204,.206,.285
on.difference.between.thought.and.speech...... 167,.201
essence.of.material.substance.is..

not.forms.alone................................... 158,.158n41
and.essence/existence.distinction......177,.207-213,.

285n16
on.faith.and.reason.....................219,.279ff.,.290,.298

Averroes,.contrast.with.on.faith.and.reason... 34
first meaning of “being”...xxxiii, 61-62, 253-259, 263-

266,.269,.273,.277-278,.393,.395
first.notion.contrasted.with.notion..

of.ens reale..........................................269-270
contrast.with.Plotinus....................... 62,.372n79

first intellectual distinction..................xxxiii, 270-271
order.of.primitive.intellectual.concepts.270-272

first meaning of “nonbeing” as ens rationis  xxxiii note 16,.
135,.266-269,.273

on.freedom.of.choice.....................................220-223
“ghettoization”.of.Aquinas.in.modernity,..

factors.involved............................44,.184,.282-283
role.of.Trent........................................ 44,.44n89

God,.existence.of,.valid.argument.for......128n26,.187,.
191

De ente et essentia.proof................................. 191
invalidity.of.his.“Fifth.Way”.as.presented.in.

the.Summa theologiae...........188n51,.190-191
and.Kant’s.views..........................128n6,.191n62
on.notion.that.God.has.matter..

(David.of.Dinant)............................... 125n14
human.being.as.spiritualized.animal.rather.than.
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embodied.spirit......................... 283,.293,.323,.381
on.immortality.of.human.souls......................215-219
inner.life.of.God.as.Trinitarian............... 131n38,.395
language.as.applicable.to.God........... 191ff.,.199-200
Lombard,.dissatisfaction.with....... 172,.176,.179,.183
and.Luther..................................................... 196,.281
main focus of.........................................xxxv, 176, 382

central.philosophical.intuition..............200-201
major.turning.point.toward.Way.of.Signs..

among Latins..... xxxv, xxxviii, 5, 86, 86n16, 91n36,.
93,.172,.244-253,.277-278,.340,.344,.371,.376

on.matter.and.speciation......................................... 66
and.metaphysics.of.esse...................107,.223-227,.249

and.doctrine.of.participation...................... 243n
mortal,.why.animals.are.......................................... 78
on.Muhammad.and.Islam..............................279-281
and.mystical.experience.................................... 62n17
and.Neoplatonism................................................. 243
and.Neothomism............................... 6,.175,.274n301
notion of sin for.......................xxxvii, 171, 171n1, 288
omnipotence.(“all.powerful”),..

qualifications.of.......................171n1,.172n23,.291
one.of.three.figures.dominating.the..

later.Latin.centuries............................ 314,.314n45
and.“original.sin”.................................................. 293
pantheism.and.panentheism,.rejection.of......206-207
Plotinus,.debt.to...................................................... 71
and.Pseudo-Dionysius,.work.of...... 109-110,.118,.194-

195,.195n73
attitude.toward.fraud.(comparing..

Pseudo-Augustine.case.to..
Pseudo-Dionysius)....................195-196,.243

realism,.foundation.of.for.noetic......93n47,.257-258,.
259-263,.324,.326,.329

consequent.of.“epistemological”..
starting.point............................................ 388

on.relation:
secundum dici...................................................... 2
secundum esse.(ontological.relation)...... 2,.97n62,.

98-99
on.singularity.of.relation......2,.99n65,.103,.131n38,
152,.326
various.quotes................................................... 2
weakest.form.of.ens reale...........101n70,.326n77

and.Scotus..............................................321-323,.400
on.“second.intentions”.......................................269ff.
sectarianization.of.philososphy,.use.of..

Aristotle.to.counter................................. xxxv-xxxvi
sensation is not imagery.................................xxix note
on.signs...........................................................244-253
and.Soto......................................................... 344,.367
on.speculative.distinguished.from..

practical.thought....................................... 159,.392
“spiritual.matter”,.rejection.of..........66n30,.340n101
and.structure.of.Summa theologiae......................... 112
and.Suarez............................................................... 52
of.Summa contra gentes,.motive.of................... 184n40
on.term.“physical”............................................... 320n
on theology... xxxvii,12n,.178-180, 182, 196, 214-215,.

220
main.point.concerning..........................182-183

Thomism,.original.Latin.development.of......274-277
Cyclopean..................................................... 397
Neothomism.(national.language..

development.of).................................. 254n48

and.transcendentals.as.properties.of.being......174-175,.
174n13,.175n14,.359n

on.truth,.unity.of................................................... 220
and.Unmoved.Mover,.Aristotle’s.notion.of..... 161,.

176,.178
See also.under St..Thomas

Arabs.............................................................. 7,.214,.238
Araújo,.Francisco.(†1644)...... 51,.95,.361,.367,.368,.407,.

412
arbitrariness............................................................... 166
Arbogast.(†394)........................................................... 17
Arcadius.(Eastern.Emperor,.r.395-408)................ 17,.25
Arian,.Arianism......14-16,.18,.20-22,.24-27,.32,.34,.44,.

120,.157,.158,.162,.168,.183,.214,.247,.289,.294,..
296,.297,.300,.336,.371,.373,.393,.464

See also.Arius
Aristotelianism..................................... 67,.117,.151,.168
Aristotle (†322bc) ......ix, xi, xxiii, xxvi-xxxi, xxxiv-xxxvi,

xxxvi,.3-7,.11,.12,.27,.28,.30,.32-34,.50,.56-58,..
61,.63-68,.70,.72-74,.80,.82,.84,.96-102,.105,.107,..
115,.117,.118,.120,.127,.130,.131,.133,.136-139,..
141-144,.146-170,.172-178,.180,.184,.186,.188,..
190,.201-203,.207-211,.213,.214,.216,.218,.220,..
221,.223,.225-229,.236,.238,.239,.249,.255,.256,..
265,.268,.270,.271,.282,.284,.285,.294,.302-304,..
306,.307,.318,.323,.328,.342,.343,.346,.350,.355-.
357,.372,.380-383,.385,.391,.394,.404,.408,.413,..

418-420,.427,.431,.432,.439,.460,.469
and.Abaelard.......................................................... 130
abstraction.and.mathematics................................. 156
and.act/potency.distinction................................... 139
ambiguity.concerning.the.human.soul......57,.215,.220
anticipative.of.notion.of..

“emotional.interpretant”.......................... 244n217
Aquinas.as.beyond.but.not.opposed.to.Aristotle.....218
Aquinas.in.relation.to.Augustine.and..

Boethius as well ..................................... xxxv-xxxvi
by.Averroes.given.the.title.“the.Philosopher”...... 32,.

218n,.323
and.the.artes liberales.of.Latin.origin....................... 30
“being” (to ojn) for Aristotle .................. xxviii, 6, 391
and.being.proper.to.God.as.Unmoved.Mover......127,.

161
as.further.developed.in.Aquinas...... 176-177,.201

Boethius.and......4-5,.96-101,.305n13,.342n113,.357
on.causality.....................................................140-141

scholastic.expansion.of.fourfold.scheme.to.
incorporate.sphere.of.culture.encompassing.
nature........................ 140-141,.140n6,.141n7

on.“final.causality”.................................141-142
on.chance...............................................142-143

cosmological.image.of......157-158,.157n37,.184,.250
Aquinas.on.possible.falseness.of.the.ancient/

medieval.cosmological.image......185n45,.186
Aquinas’s.usual.assumption.of.Aristotle’s.

cosmological.image.as.true...................... 190
and.creation,.notion.of.as.missing..... 202-203,.206-

207,.284
on.demonstration.and.“the.discourse..

within.the.soul”..................166-167,.201,.271n292
on.distinction.of.speculative.from.practical.....159-160
distinction.between.“voluntary”.and.“free”.......... 221
eclipsed.by.Plato.in.Renaissance.humanism..... 47,.

302-303
at.end.of.Latin.Age.................... 3,.120,.294,.304,.380
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and.“formal.object”,.notion.of..
(Peirce’s.“ground”)............................................ 256

“dark.ages”.in.relation.to.................... 27,.27n48,.120
and.essence/existence.distinction..... 208-209,.211,.

285n16
opposed.views.of.Aquinas.and..

Burrell.on.this.point................................. 209
and.essence.of.Neoplatonism...........57-58,.57n3,.117
and.essence.and.“unchanging.species”..........158-159
and.Fonseca........................................................... 355
at.founding.of.the.universities......5,.105,.120,.136,.

178-179,.381
Gerson.on.and.notion.of.existence.in................70-71
goal.of.human.life.................................................. 163
how advanced in Latin times........................... xxix-xxx
and.importance.of.a.‘good.outline’......................... 50
influence.in.logic.purest......32,.50,.72,.73-75,.79n55,.

164-167
and.“intentionality”.(esse intentionale).as.

Latin.terminology............................................. 340
and.invalidity.of.infinite.regress.arguments......268,.

268n264
and.Latin.semiotic.development............................... 5
mediation.of.by.Arabic.Islam.and.Neoplatonic.

influences.........12,.32-33,.117,.120,.131,.172,.214
and.spurious.works.from.the..

Arab.mediation................................. 107,.118
Gibbon.on.in.hands.of..

the.Neoplatonists.........................56.epigram
and.metaphysics.................................... 160,.177,.223

as.natural.theology................................ 255n252
and.motion,.definition.of...................................... 188
and.Porphyry......................................................80-81

and.principle.of.contradiction............ 63,.68n36
and.natura naturans/naturata.distinction.......114-115
on.predecessors..................138-139,.139n5,.147,.156
and.opening.to.the.Way.of.Things.leading.to.

modern.science......xxiv,.xxxii-xxxiii,.11n10,.83n,.
120,.137,.170n65,.385.epigram

Peirce and................................................. xxxviii, 138
physics.contrasted.in.cenoscopy.and..

ideoscopy.......................xxix,.96,.157,.173n10,.382
pivotal.figure.for.the.main.Latin..

development............. xxiv-xxv,.11n10,.50,.83n,.170
Plato.as.prenote.to,.footnote.after....................ix,.137
and.Plotinus........................................57-58,.57n3,.65
on.primary.matter............................................. 67,.82
principles.of.change.for.are.three,.not.two...... 66,

66n29,.143-145
and.reason.for.studying.medieval..

philosophy.............................................. xxxiv-xxxv
and.reason.why.philosophy.is..

not.“Christian”.................................... 180,.184n40
in.the.Renaissance.period................................... 7,.43
restricted.notion.of.sign.in.................................... 385
root.in.Aristotle.for.what.Latins.called..

“analogy”....................................228-229,.236,.239
on.what.the.Latins.(not.the.Greeks).would..

call.“analogy”................ 138,.138n4,.175,.239
scheme.of.the.sciences.......................................... 167
“scholasticism”.largely.commentary..

tradition.on.works.of.......................... ix,.120,.383
scope.of.Aristotle’s.categories......5-6,.72,.101,.148-156,.

306-307
why.insufficient.for.semiotics....................... 394

category.of.relation.within..
the.scheme.........................................148-152

background.in.Plato......................148-150
becomes.pivotal.but.not.as.ens reale.

sufficient.for.Latin.semiotic..
development.61,.102n71,.152-153,.394

and.classical.medieval.definition.......... 100
and.difficulties.with.relation......96-101,.esp..

97nn62-63,.101n70,.259n266
Poinsot.on.............................152-153,.394
systematization.in.Aristotle..........150-152
and.“transcendental.relation”.(which..

is.not.relation)............ 100-101,.147-148
on.space.and.time.......................................... 146,.147

Aristotle’s.plenum.and.Peirce’s..
synechism........................................... 147n15

as.student.of.Plato................56-57,.65,.137,.138,.178
on.substantial.change,.primary..

and.secondary.matter.................................147-148
and.synonyms.in.Latin.“doctrina”..

and.“scientia”.............................................. 180n29
and.“transcendental”.properties.of.being..

as.a.later.medieval.doctrine.of.................... 174n13
as.never.read.by.Wittgenstein....................... 346n118

Arius.(†336ad)......................... 23,.24,.46,.174,.413,.453
Armstrong,.A..H..(translator).................................... 457
Arnold.and.Bright,.Eds............................. 408,.437,.468
Ars Grammatica.(post.349ad)...................... 371n76,.426

Ars Major................................................. 371n76,.426
Ars Minor................................................. 371n76,.426

Ashley,.OP,.Benedict.......... 43,.157,.207,.215,.224,.272,.
294-296,.380,.382,.383,.408

Ashworth,.E..J..(Earline.Jennifer)......238,.320,.374,.409
Astrolabe.(c.1118–?†;.son.of.Abaelard.&.Heloise)......129
astrology.................................................................... 142
astronomy...... 29,.30,.142,.162,.185,.190,.289,.383,.464
atheism......................... xxiv,.181n31,.219n145,.283,.415

“new.atheism”.........................181n31,.219n145,.283
Athens.......xxiv,.7,.10,.15,.16,.55,.84,.107-109,.119,.178
Attila.(“the.Hun”;.406-453ad).............................. 19,.27
Augustine.(†430ad)......xxvii,.xxxv,.xxxvi,.4-6,.8,.20-22,.

27,.28,.30,.34,.38,.48,.50,.54,.55,.67,.71,.82-96,..
106,.111,.112,.118,.133,.134,.136,.150,.172,.178,..
180,.182,.184,.186,.195,.196,.201,.214,.219,.220,..
236,.245,.247,.249,.250,.277,.282,.289,.290,.292,..
293,.300,.302-305,.307,.309-311,.314,.316,.328-.
332,.340,.341,.343-347,.349,.350,.352-356,.364,..
373,.377,.378,.380,.381,.386,.391,.394,.399,.409,..
410,.415,.420,.425,.432,.434,.436,.443-445,.453,..

466-468,.471
and.Adeodatus................................88-89,.88nn25-36
among.the.Church.Fathers........................94nn49-50
Aquinas,.comparison.to................................... 84,.172
beginning.of.a.semiotic.consciousness..... xxvii,.5,.82,.

85-88,.92,.277,.310,.331,.353n22
central.issue.in...................................... 347,.361

alternatives........................................... 364
disconnect.between.inner..

and.outer.word..........................90-91,.90n33
belatedly.remedied.in.Aquinas...... 244-248,.

250,.340
fully.remedied.in.Poinsot......277,.315-316,.

331,.344,.364ff.,.377,.386
limitations of beginning........... xxxix, 89, 91-93,

133-134,.394
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why.too.narrow.............................. 94,.310
transcending.the.ancient..

nature/culture.divide.......................... 92,.153
neglected.in.standard.histories.thus.far....... 6,.8

the.“con.stantly.alive,.burning.and.
inevitable.problem”.(Beuchot)...... 95,.

150,.277,.302,.344,.353,.356
and.Boethius................................. 4-5,.27,.96-97,.103
on.church.and.state............................................... 22n

Bayle’s.rebuttal.............................................. 22n
and.the.Conimbricenses.........................356-357,.364
and.Dominic.Soto....................................... 344f.,.367
and.explanation.of.the.Trinity................. 131n38,.300
father.of.the.Latin.Age...... xxvi-xxvii,.4,.20,.27,.48,.84,.

381
as.figure.transcending.Catholic-Protestant.split.... 95
and.formal/instrumental.sign.disinction......328-329,.

328n82,.341-343
concealed.possible.equivocation.in.the.

distinction................................................. 345
Pierre.d’Ailly................................................. 342

from.embodied.spirit.to.spiritualized.animal............ 293
in.Galileo.affair...............................................289-290
Greek, ignorance of xxvi-xxvii, 4, 28, 82-84, 84nn7-8,

96-97,.381
illumination.theory.of.knowledge......................88-89
“liberal.arts”.idea,.a.source.of........................... 28,.30
main.interest.of......................xxxv-xxxvi,.92,.94,.290
and.Manichean.views............................ 67,.71,.106n7
and.Neoplatonism........................ 54ff.,.106,.117-118
neglect.of.in.Greek.thought...................... 21n28,.282
and.Ockham’s.tradition..........327,.330,.341-343,.346
and.“original.sin”..........................87,.106n7,.184n41
and.Pedro.da.Fonseca............347,.349,.350,.352-356
and.proper.outline.of.Latin.Age..................... 50,.332
and.Roger.Bacon.................... 304-307,.310-311,.314
and.sacramental.theology...................................94-95
and.Scotus............................................................. 316
sectarianization.of.philosophy...... xxxv-xxxvi,.34n61, .

178,.178n25
contrast.with.Aquinas................... 180,.182,.214

and.transition.from.oral.to.reading.culture...... 85n10
Wittgenstein,.comparison.with............................... 91
work.falsely.attributed.in.Latin.Age..................... 195

Augustulus.(†a.488;.last.Western.Roman.Emperor).....19
Augustus.(imperial.title)...................... 13,.16,.17,.40,.47
Austria.......................................................... 27,.333,.349
Averroes.(†1198)......32-34,.50,.101,.114-116,.172,.203,.

213,.215,.218,.223,.288,.323,.340,.410,.427
Avicenna.(†1037)...... 32,.33,.50,.101-104,.116,.172,.174,.

203,.223,.405,.410,.411,.433,.436
Avignon...............................................................332-338
Avignon.popes........................................................... 335
Avitus.(†456/457;.Roman.general.and.Emperor)....... 18
Avranches,.France...................................................... 135
a-priori............................................................... 387,.389

— B —

Babylonia........................................... 332,.334,.336,.441
Bacon,.Francis.(†1626)........................ 49,.384,.411,.425
Bacon,.Roger.(†1294)......5,.86,.136,.136n56,.174n11,.

302-308,.310-314,.316,.322,.323,.327,.329,.330,..
339,.340,.344,.348,.352,.362,.376,.384,.411,.420,..

427,.441-442,.444
Badawi,.Abdurrahman............................................... 411

Baghdad................................................... 31,.34,.40,.381
Bain,.Alexander.(†1903)............................................ 432
Baldwin,.James.Mark.(1934)............................. 411,.450
Bally,.Charles.(†1947;.collaborator..

in.preparation.of.Saussure.1916).......................... 461
Bañez,.Domingo.(†1604)...........275-277,.411,.412,.440
baptism....................................................... 14,.38,.39,.88
Barbarossa,.Frederick.(†1190)..................................... 41
Baskin,.Wade.(translator).......................................... 415
Baumaker,.Clemens.(editor)...................................... 403
Bayle,.Pierre.(†1706)...................22n,.132,.132n40,.411

Powell’s.concurrence.with.............................. 132n40
beauty........................... 62,.175,.243,.302,.438,.454,.455
being.as.first.known..............62,.253,.256,.263-265,.359

being-as-first-known......62,.175,.176,.253,.255,.264-
266,.269,.270,.278

See also.ens.primum.cognitum.and ens.ut.primum.
cognitum

“being.is.said.in.many.ways”..................................... 138
See further.analogy

being.as.it.must.be.expressed.in.discourse:.see.
transcendental.relation

Belisaurius.(†565ad;.Roman.general)......................... 24
Bellarmine,.Cardinal.Robert.(†1621)...... 123n7,.289,.

289n30,.289n31,.383,.412,.413
Benedict.XII,.Pope.(†1342)............................... 335,.337
Benedict.XIII,.Pope.(†1730)......................335,.337-339
Benedict.XVI,.Pope:.see under.Ratzinger
Bentham,.Jeremy.(†1832)............................. ix, xxxi,.412
Berengar.of.Tours.(†1088)........................................ 129
Berger.and.Luckman................................... 392n17,.412
Berkeley,.Bishop.George.(†1753).... xxviii,.412,.415,.417,

422,.426,.430,.446,.450,.456,.461
Bernard.of.Clairvaux.(†1153).................................... 135
Bertrand.de.Got.(†1324;.Pope.Clement.V).............. 334
Bessarion,.John.(†1472)..................................46-47,.238
Beuchot,.OP,.Mauricio......53,.95,.121,.150,.276,.277,.

315,.340,.356,.377,.391,.407,.408,.411-413
Bible...... v,.44,.108,.121,.135,.183,.284,.285,.288-290,.371
Biblioteca Marciana....................................................... 47
Bird,.Otto.A..(†2005)................................................ 413
Black,.Deborah.Louise......166nn58-59,.255nn252-253,.

413,.433,.437,.467,.469
blackboard.................................................................... 31
Blackwell,.Richard.J...... 294-295,.382n4,.412,.413,.420,.

430,.438,.439,.471
Blundeville,.Thomas.(†c.1606)................... 165n56,.413
Boas,.George.(†1980)........................................ 413,.414
Bobik,.Joseph.(Aquinas.trans..with.commentary)......406
Bochenski,.Innocentius.M..(†1995).................. 413,.453
Boethius.(†524)......4-6,.8,.27-30,.52,.54,.81-83,.95-97,.

99,.101-105,.130,.137,.152,.172,.177,.181,.208,..
209,.219,.226,.227,.251,.304-306,.318,.326,.342,..

355,.358,.362,.381,.386,.413,.444
Boissard,.OSB,.Edmond.(†1979;.Poinsot.editor)..... 456
Boissonnade,.Prosper.(†1935)................................... 414
Bonaventura,.“the.Seraphic.Doctor”.(†1274)...... 69,.

400n414,.432,.444
bone.(fossil).......................................... 65,.144,.309,.369

See also.forensics.and.relation.secundum.dici.and.
transcendental.relation

Boniface.VIII,.Pope.(†1303)....................... 94,.334,.414
Boniface.IX,.Pope.(†1404)................................ 337,.338
Bonilla,.Max........................................................... 474n1
Bos.and.Meider,.Editors...................... 42,.160,.404,.414
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Bosporus.(on.Asia/Europe.boundary)..................... 9,.14
Bos.and.Meijer,.Eds........................................... 404,.414
Bosserel,.J..B...................................................... 349,.414
Boyer.and.McKeon,.Eds..................... 135n53,.403,.415
brain................................................... 7,.9,.216,.217n136
Braziller,.George........................................... 36n66,.415
Bréhier,.Emile.(†1959)...... 52n114,.62n18,.181n,.415,.

418,.454
Brennan,.Timothy............................................... 36,.415
Brent,.Joseph.(first.Peirce.biographer)..................... 415
Brentano,.Franz.(†1917)...... 153,.340,.341n105,.415,.421
Brezik,.Victor.B..(†2009)................................... 415,.440
Britain............................................ 9,.13,.17,.20,.40,.459
Broden,.Thomas.F..................................... 228n173,.415
Brown,.Peter......22n,.83,.84n7,.89n29,.111,.410,.415,.

448,.452,.453
Brownlow,.Kevin..

(wrote.about.silent.film.&.Gance).......... 130n32,.415
Bruno,.Giordano.(†1600)...............114n46,.282n9,.302,.

382-384,.382n5,.415,.435
brute.animal......19,.59,.78,.79,.250,.252,.264,.267,.272n294,.

293n45,.311,.394
brutes......................................................................... 251

See.brute.animal
Buckley,.Michael.J....................................... 183n38,.415
Buddha.(†a.483bc),.Buddhism......11n10,.70,.206,.213,.

269,.282
Burckhardt,.Jacob.(†1897)............................. 23n36,.416
Burrell,.David.B..........................................208-209,.416
Bursill-Hall,.G..L................................ 375n89,.409,.416
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Donatus,.Aelius.(†c.380ad)......... 371,.371n76,.373,.426
Doyle,.John.(“Jack”)...... 49,.179n13,.305n9,.341,.342,.

347n3,.355n27,.355–356,.356n29,.362n49,.419,..
426,.427

Doyle,.Sit.Arthur.Conan.(†1930)............................. 426
Dr..Jekyll..........xxviii,.269n287,.273,.333,.379,.380,.466

See also.Mr..Hyde
Dr..Jekyll.and.Mr..Hyde............................................ 466

See further.Mr..Hyde.and.Dr..Jekyll
Dracula...................................................................... 370
Drake,.Stillman.(Galileo.scholar)...................... 427,.430
Druart,.Thérèse-Anne....................................... 427,.436
dualism................................................. 66,.133,.143,.145
Dubitatur I.(1617;.Araújo)......................................... 368
Dubuque.............................................................. 76,.127
Duchesne,.Louis...........................................40-411,.427
Duns.Scotus,.Joannes.(†1308)...... 93,.136,.183,.237,.314,.

322,.348,.372,.465,.471,.489
Durant,.Will.(†1981)................................... 111n29,.427
d’Ailly:.alphabetized as Ailly
d’Alverny:.alphabetized as.Alverny
d’Ors,.Angel:.alphabetized under.Ors
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early.Christian.writers................................. 94,.125,.136
East.......9,.11-13,.15,.17,.18,.21,.22,.25,.26,.35,.38,.39,.

42,.45,.72,.94,.108,.112,.117,.125,.444
Easton,.Stewart.C..(†1989)........................... 304n7,.427
Ebbesen,.Sten.(editor)......................... 375n89,.409,.416
Eco,.Umberto......7,.85n11,.87,.134n47,.256n253,.352n21,.

353n22,.354,.421,.427,.462
Eco,.Lambertini,.Marmo,.and.Tabarroni..

(co-authors)...... 7n7,.85n11,.87,.87n24,.134n47,.310n27,.
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427
Edison..Thomas.(1847-†1931).................................. 312
Egypt............................................................ 9,.13,.23,.31
Einstein,.Albert.(†1955)...... 86,.146,.147,.185n45,.390,.

427-428
Emir.at.Seville.(1194).................................................. 34
Emmeche,.Claus........................................ 384,.390,.428
Empedocles.(†c.435bc).................. 139n5,.145,.203,.428
Empiricism...................................... xxviii,.264,.341,.379
Enneads.(i.255-263ad;.Plotinus)...... 28n50,.57n3,.59n8,.

60-62,.62n18,.62n20,.63,.63n21,.69-71,.116,.415,..
454,.468

ens commune........................................ 223,.224,.241,.273
ens inquantum ens....................................... 224,.227,.254
ens mobile.................................................................... 254
ens primum cognitum........ xxxiii,.152,.174,.263,.269,.343,.

359,.386,.393
See also.being.as.first.known

ens (entia) rationis.. xxviii, xxix, xxxii, xxxiii,.6,.62,.88,.100,.
102,.103,.131,.135,.150,.152,.174,.175,.194,.198,..
200,.225,.229,.235,.237,.263,.265-267,.269,.271,..
272,.306,.307,.326,.327,.330,.343,.355,.359,.360,..

361,.362,.370,.386,.388,.389,.391-395,.397
See also.mind-dependent.being.(physical.reality)

ens (entia) reale. xxviii, xxix, xxxii, xxxiii, xxxvii, xxxviii,.62,.
88,.99,.101-103,.131,.135,.150,.152,.153,.156,..
174,.175,.192,.194,.198,.200,.208,.209,.223,.225,..
229-231,.235,.237,.242,.243,.251,.254,.260,.262,..
263,.265,.266,.268-273,.295,.300,.307,.314,.319,..
320,.324,.326,.327,.329,.330,.341,.343,.355,.358,..

360,.361,.363,.382,.386-397
See also.mind-independent.being.
(purely.objective.reality)

ens ut primum cognitum.............................. xxxiii,.254,.255
ens ut sic.............................................................. 270,.456
Epictetus.(†130ad)...................................................... 95
Epicurus.(†270bc).............................................. 215,.428
Epirus.(Balkan.region.straddling..

modern.Greece.and.Albania).............................. 58n5
epistemology...... xxvii,.48,.51,.162,.294,.329,.333,.390,.

392,.397,.467
See further.noetic

“Epistemological.Path”............................................. 390
See further.Way.of.Ideas.as synonymous

Erigena,.John.Scotus.(†c.877)...... 69,.105,.111-116,.
112n34,.113n39,.129n27,.428,.462,.468

Further under.Scotus.Erigena
Eriugena,.Johannes.Scot......111n28,.112n36,.113n41,

.428,.437,.444
See further under.Scotus.Erigena.(main entry)

Eschbach,.Achim:.see.Eschbach.and.Trabant,.Eds.
Eschbach.and.Trabant,.Eds............................... 428,.437
esoteric................................................................. 57,.137
esse....xxxvii,.5,.11,.65-67,.71,.97-101,.103,.104,.107,.115,.

125,.126,.148,.150,.151,.171,.181,.186,.189,.191,..
192,.195,.199-204,.206-213,.215,.217-219,.223,..
226,.228-230,.232-235,.240,.242,.243,.252,.265,..
266,.268,.271,.273,.276,.277,.280,.281,.284-286,..
290-292,.294,.299,.306,.308,.309,.320,.321,.324,..

326,.357-364,.366,.369,.375-377,.382,.395
essence......54,.57,.69,.74,.80,.100,.103,.114,.126-128,.

131,.144,.150,.153,.158-160,.177,.189,.191,.192,..
194,.197-201,.203-213,.217,.223,.229-233,.243,..
254,.276,.285,.286,.315,.318,.341,.343,.360,.369,..
377,.380,.387,.394,.397,.399,.406,.423,.434,.454,..

455,.468
“essence.of.nominalism”...131n37,.133,.325,.377n98
possible.essence................................. 171n1,.197,.291

essentia..... xxvii, xxxiv, xxxv, xxxvii,.10,.11,.21,.49,.52,.55,.
70,.72,.74,.75,.79,.80,.84,.93,.94,.98,.100,.126,.127,..
133,.136,.145,.151,.154,.159,.174,.191,.200,.201,..
203,.204,.206,.208-213,.223,.228,.229,.232-234,..
239,.240,.243,.245,.252,.256,.275,.276,.285,.299,..
300,.305,.313,.319,.322,.329,.332,.339-342,.348,..
357,.360-362,.368,.369,.378,.394,.406,.416,.449

ethics...... 30,.50,.51,.162-164,.167-169,.182,.236,.244,.
307,.375,.408,.424,.451,.464-466

“Ethics.of.Terminology”..... 236,.307,.307n21,.424,.451
Euclid.(c.325-270bc)................................................. 172
Eudoxus.(c.408-347bc)...................................... 186,.250
Eugenius,.Flavius.(†394ad)................................... 17,.46
Europe...... 3,.4,.9-14,.16,.20,.26-28,.31,.32,.34,.35,.40,.

42-45,.47,.48,.50-53,.71,.72,.83,.105,.110-112,.114,..
115,.118,.120,.129,.136,.137,.172,.174,.214,.302,..
332,.335,.345,.373,.377,.407,.414,.419,.420,.433,..

448,.467
Eusebius.of.Caeserea.(†339ad)................................... 24
Eusebius.of.Nicomedia..

(†341ad)..................................23n35,.24,.39n75,.428
Eusebius.Pamphili.(†340ad).......23n35,.24,.39n75,.428
evolution...... xxi,.80,.86,.142,.158,.159,.186,.247,.292,.

342,.391,.395,.397,.409,.421,.425,.446,.453,.462
exaptation........................................................... 228,.237
existence.of.God...... xxvi,.121,.127,.128,.181,.187,.188, .

190,.196,.197,.201,.202,.204,.205,.212,.231,.251,..
264,.286,.319,.435

See further under God
existent......133,.147,.205,.207,.218,.251,.268,.271,.308,.

325
existentialism............................................................. 207
exoteric....................................................................... 137
external.sense......93,.256-258,.317,.329,.341,.365,.387,.

388,.393
extrinsic.specification................................................ 141
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Fabro,.Cornelio.(†1995).................................... 242,.428
fallacy........................... 48,.185,.208,.249,.309,.378,.313

“affirming.the.consequent”.fallacy.................. 185n43
“nose.of.wax”.fallacy.............48,.208,.309n,.378n102
quo/quod.fallacy......................249n238,.313n42,.425

See also.quo,.in.quo
false.decretals..................................................... 282,.420
Fantoli,.Annibale.(Galileo.scholar)................... 428,.430
Fantoni,.Sebastiano,.OFM..

(Franciscan.General.in.1615)................................ 430
“far.or.near”..

(indifference.of.relations.to.distance)............... 99n65
See further.secondary.matter

Fathers.of.the.Church....................... 135,.136,.180,.183
fatwa.(Islamic.legal.decree)......................................... 35
Favaro,.Antonio.(†1922).................................... 429,.430
Fausta.(†326;.wife.of.Constantine,..

executed.by.same)............................................ 15,.428
felix culpa.(euphemism.for.‘original.sin’)..................... 87

See further original.sin.under.sin
Ferrara,.General.Council.at.(1438)............................. 46

See further Council.of.Florence
Ferrariensis,.Sylvester.(†1528)....241,.241n204,.274,.429
Also cited as.Ferrara,.Sylvester.of................ 241n204,.323
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Ferrater.Mora,.José.(†1991;.Suarez.scholar)............ 429
Ferreira.Gomes,.Joaquim.................... 351n19,.414,.429
Ferrier,.James.Frederick.(†1864).......................xxix, 429
Ficino,.Marsilio.(†1499)........................ 45,.116n58,.418
fiction............. 40,.88,.103,.131,.158,.185,.194,.307,.360
fictional.............................................................. 103,.360
field...... xxvii,.5,.110,.114,.132,.134,.164,.236,.237,.257, .

259,.268,.402,.410,.422
figures.of.speech........................................................ 371
“filioque.controversy”..

(launched.589ad)........................26,.26n44,.42,.46-47
final.causality,.final.cause........... 188,.140,.141,.176,.190

See further.teleonomy
first.intentions.............................................267-269,.368
First.Mover................................................................ 176

See further.God
first.of.the.postmoderns.............................. 94,.379,.394
first.philosophy.................. 160,.235,.249,.354,.426,.462
Fisch,.Max.(†1995;.major.Peirce.scholar)......... 429,.450
FitzGerald,.Desmond.J............................................. 429
flatus vocis................... 130,.131,.307,.324,.328,.345,.352

See further.nominal
Flavius.Licinius.(†325ad)............................................ 15
Flew,.Antony.(†2010)................................................ 181
Florence..................................................45-47,.338,.461
florilegia.(systematic.collections.of.excerpts..

from.ecclesiastical.authors)........................... 114,.125
Floss,.Henricus.Josephus..

(†1881;.major.editor.of.Scotus.Erigena)....... 430,.462
Fonseca,.Pedro.da.(†1599)...... 4,.302,.316,.326,.328,.331,.

342,.343,.347-357,.362-364,.379,.390,.414,.430,..
460

fool..............................................................121-125,.327
Foote,.Edward.T........................................ 242n210,.429
forensics................................................................. 65n28

See further.transcendental.relation.as basis of
forgery,.forgeries....48,.39,.41,.44,.45,.47,.107-109,.335
Forlivesi,.Marco....................................... 343n,.429,.444
formal.logic.......................................................... 38,.409
formal.object...................................... 256,.257,.263,.264
formal.sign..........328,.330,.348,.350-352,.354,.367,.379
Foscarini,.Paolo.(†1616)............................ 289,.412,.430
fossil........................................................................... 309
foundations........... x, xxxv, xxxviii,.10,.37,.48,.50,.51,.85,.

86,.91,.141,.154,.157,.178,.207,.294,.312,.361,.367,..
371,.375-377,.390,.399,.416,.419,.434,.467

grammatical.foundatins.(Priscian).... 371,.371n77,.458
medieval.foundations.(Colish)........................ 50,.419
of.modern.science.(Hannan)............................ vi,.434
of.semantics.(Tachau)...................................... 48,.467
of.way.of.signs.medieval.achievement................ xxxiii

fountain.of.youth............................................... 324,.326
Fournier,.Paul.(scholar.on.the.false.Decretals)......... 430
fragments........... 168,.405,.425,.428,.435,.449,.467,.472
France...... 9,.42,.43,.47,.111,.113,.129,.131,.207,.332-

334,.415,.420,.433,.445,.457,.467
Francis.Bacon.(†1626)................................. 49,.384,.425
Francisco.de.Sylvestris:.under.Ferrariensis
Franks.(Germanic.tribal.federation.4th.cent..

and.after)..................................................... 15,.20,.24
fraud............................. 37,.108,.109,.195,.196,.374,.467

See especially Pseudo-Dionysius,.most influential of the 
medieval frauds

Fredborg,.K..M..(editor)........................... 375,.411,.438
Freeman,.Kathleen.(†1959)......405,.425,.428,.435,.449,.

458,.459,.467,.472
French.Revolution............................................... 43,.283
Freud,.Sigmund.(†1939).................................... 6n5,.222
Froehlich,.Karlfried......................... 108n,.430,.441,.459
Frost,.Robert.(†1963)............................ 303,.303n2,.430
Fulbert.(uncle.of.Heloise)......................................... 129
fundament. xxvii, xxix, xxxiii, xxxviii,.6,.31,.34,.38,.55,.57,.

67,.107,.126,.134,.135,.146,.147,.151,.153,.155,..
156,.159,.165,.235,.241,.242,.250,.253,.255,.257,..
277,.283,.288-290,.292,.293,.295,.308-310,.315-.
317,.322,.323,.329,.331,.332,.341,.343,.345,.349,..

350,.365-367,.371,.374,.375,.377,.395
fundamentum.......................................................... 45,.98
fundamentum inconcussum............................................. 45
Furton,.Edward.J............................................. 320n,.430

— G —

Gaiseric.(†477;.Vandal.chief)................................ 18,.20
Galen.(†201ad;.physician)................................... 32,.172
Galerius.(†311)............................................................ 13
Galileo.Galilei.(†1642)....... ix, x, xxiv, xxx, xxxvi, xxxviii,.

3-5,.50,.83,.84,.120,.123,.157-159,.173,.185,.186,..
197,.273,.289,.290,.293,.294,.301,.325,.379,.380,..

382,.390,.413,.428,.430,.439,.461,.469,.470
Gallienus.(†268ad;.Emperor)..................................... 60
Gallus.(†354ad)............................................... 15,.15n15
Gance,.Abel.(†1981).................................... 130,.130n33
Gannon,.Timothy.J..(†1991).....256n254,.259n265,.430
Garrigou-Lagrange,.Reginald.(†1964)............... 23,.430
Gaul......................................................13,.16-18,.20,.24
Gaunilon.(†11th.cent.)................................ 123,.124,.430
Gay,.Peter.(†1966)....................................... 116n58,.431
Geach,.Peter.............................................. 274n301,.431
Geiger,.Louis-Bertrand............................. 226,.242,.431
Gemistus.Pletho.(†1452)....................................... 45,.47
general.council............................... 23,.26,.335,.338,.339
Genovesi,.Vincent.J............................... 171n1,.291,.431
genus......54,.74-79,.87,.130,.209,.210,.223,.224,.267,.

270,.293,.306,.331,.339,.343,.352,.360
Gerard.of.Cremona.(†1187............................... 107,.411
Germany.................. 40,.42,.43,.207,.255,.333,.335,.344
Gersh,.Stephen.............................................. 106n5,.431
Gerson,.Lloyd.P.............57n3,.70,.71n48,.432,.448,.454
Gestalt........................................................................ 438
Gestalt.Psychology.................................................... 438
Geyer,.Bernhard........................................................ 403
“ghettoization”.of.Aquinas.in.modernity................... 44,
Gibbon,.Edward.(†1794)...... 17,.24,.25,.44,.56,.84,.118,.

161,.173,.338,.416,.420,.432
Gilbert.of.la.Porrée.(†1154)................................ 129n27
Gilbert.of.Poitiers.(†1154)........................................ 113
Gilson,.Etienne.(†1978).........v,.6,.49,.51,.61,.105,.129, .

131,.174,.181,.207,.220,.254,.262,.324,.327,.372,..
423,.432,.443

Cartesian.studies.after.Gilson................................. 49
Glycerius.(†p.480;.reduced.from.Western.Emperor..

to.Bishop.of.Salona.by.Julus.Nepos.in.474ad)....... 19
goal.of.human.life...................................................... 163
God.... xi, xxvi, xxix, xxxiii, xxxv-xxxvii,.24,.25,.28,.32,.40,.

45,.54,.59,.62,.67,.69,.70,.89,.91,.92,.94,.96,.101,..
103,.106,.109,.110,.112,.114,.115,.117,.121-128,..
131,.155,.160,.161,.167,.171,.177,.179,.181-183,..
187,.188,.190-208,.210-213,.218-220,.223,.228-.
236,.241,.251,.252,.264,.265,.281-288,.291,.292,..
295,.297-301,.306,.318,.319,.326,.339,.340,.349,..
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376,.404,.413,.416,.418,.420,.433,.435,.439,.443-.
445,.465,.467

Adler.on..........................................................127-128
agnosticism.................................................... 193n168
as.“Allah”............................................................... 131
analogy.in.knowledge.of............................229,.231ff.
and.atheism......................................181n31,.219n145
and.angels.............................................................. 110
Aquinas’.“five.ways”.of..

proving.God’s.existence.............................187-191
failure.of.the.“fifth.way”.as..

presented.in.the.Summa theologiae....190-191
authorities.presuming.to.speak.for................... ix,.35
and.the.“beatific.vision”.......................................... 69
clarification.of.the.notion.of.a.main..

Latin.Age.achievement.................................... xxvii
and.creation.of.the.human.soul.................... 251n242
creative.action.of:.to.cause.existence...... 62n17,.67,.70,.

155,.177,.202,.204,.252,.285,.285n16
in.mystical.experience...... 62n17,.69,.192-193,.

212
and.deception............................................ 45,.109n21
derivation.of.idea.of.from.experience.of.objects.....265
in.distinctively.Christian.belief............................. 286
essence.of..........................127n25,.197,.200-203,.212
exemplary.Ideas.in.God.and.problem..

of.species.as.“natural.kinds”....................xxiv,.54n1
exhortation.re.God.and.Caesar....................... 26,.297
existence.of.God...... xxiv,.121,.127,.128,.181,.187,.188,.

190,.196,.197,.201,.202,.204,.205,.212,.231,.251,..
264,.286,.319,.435

and.extent.of.revelation....................................... xxxvi
Godhead.................................. 25,.131,.281,.300,.395
“God.talk”..............................................198-199,.229
gods................ 13,.63,.78,.79,.106,.119,.157,.161,.202
versus.gods......................................... 13,.78,.106,.161

proof.of.monotheism.................................... 202
as.implied.in.differing.cosmological.views..... xxv-xxvi
in.work.of:

Anselm...................................................120-127
Aristotle.......................................... 157n37,.161

as.object.of.metaphysics..
(“natural.theology”)......... 160,.167,.177

Descartes................................... 45,.127n22,.128
Proclus...................................................116-117

in.relation.to.the.world........................... 177,.179n28
as.illustrative.of.main.difference..

between.cenoscopy.and.ideoscopy................. xxxiii
knowledge.“that.God.is”.in.relation.to..

“what.God.is”.............................................193-194
trichotomy.rather.than.dichotomy................194-196
and.the.Koran.(Qur’an;.in.muslim.belief)......32,.131,.

281
limit.on.questions.concerning.God......xxvi, xxxvi,.94,.

319,.340
main.interest.of.Augustine.................. xxxv, xxxvi,.103

early.view.of.................................................... 28
disconnect.with.semiotics.over..

verbum interior...................................... 89,.91
connection.with.semiotics.in..

general.notion.of.sign...........................91-92
and.meaning.of.“creation.out.of.nothing”............ 204
names.of..........191,.193,.197-200,.230,.231n180,.236

common.thread............................................. 198
and.the.natura naturans/naturata.

distinction.....................................114n46,.115n49
Neoplatonic.influences.on.view.of.......28,.32,.59,.62-

63,.69,.112,.243n
and.the.notion.of.ens commune.......................223-224
and.notion.of.“sin”.......... xxxvii,.171,.171n1,.291-292
omnipotence.(“all.powerful,.able.to.do.anything”),.

myth.of....................................171n1,.177n23,.291
“divinc.command.morality”,.folly.of......171n1,.

291,.291n38
and.pantheism.or.panentheism............................. 206
“participability”..................................................... 177
presence.of.to.things............................................. 205
Roscelin.on............................................................ 131
science.of.as.theology.(sacra doctrina)......179,.181-183,.

187ff.
and.the.distinction.between.speculative..

and.practical.knowledge..................... 182n35
dependence.of.upon..

reason........................ 196-197,.219-220,.298
as.“negative”................................................. 199

and.Tree.of.Porphyry.........................................78-79
triune.nature.of,.debates.over...... 23-25,.25n42,.96,.

131,.286
importance.of.relation.for.understanding..

God.as.Trinity......103,.131n38,.286,.300-301,.
376,.395

“the.unknown.God”.............................................. 108
“Golden.Chain”.(of.Platonic.succession.in.the.

Academy,.c.bc437-529ad)..................................... 119
Goths.(East.Germanic.tribe.from.early.3rd.cent.)....... 18
Gottlieb,.Anthony................................................ ix,.432
Gracia,.Jorge.......................................... 51n11,.404,.432
Grant,.Michael.......................................................... 433
Grant,.Robert.M................................... 25n42,.433,.467
Gratian.(†383ad)......................................................... 17
Gredt,.Joseph.(†1940)..................................... 320n,.433
Greeks...... 4,.7,.11,.21,.26,.46,.87,.102,.113,.161,.203,.

238,.256,.382,.387,.392,.400,.407,.432,.435
Gregory.of.Nyssa..

(†late.4th.cent.)...................108n16,.111,.117n64,.185
Gregory.XI,.Pope.(†1378)..................................335-337
Gregory.XII,.Pope.(†1417)................................337-339
Griffiths,.Bede.(†1993)...................... 108n16,.110,.4332
Grossman,.Joan.Delaney................... 114n246,.426,.432
Grote,.George.(†1871)....100n67,.101n70,.164n51,.432
ground...... 4,.8,.10,.20,.24,.33,.35,.45,.48,.50,.78,.86,.93,.

103,.116,.125,.126,.128,.131,.133,.152,.153,.162,..
175,.185,.219,.226,.231,.235,.256,.263,.265,.266,..
268,.271,.272,.287,.295,.303-305,.308,.310,.312,..
315,.318,.320,.325,.327,.348,.353,.360,.368,.369,..

377,.380,.387,.393,.394,.449
See also.formal.object

Grundobald.(†516;.Burgundian.prince)..................... 19
Guagliardo,.Vincent.(†1995)......107,.118,.233,.264,.274,.

284,.286,.432,.433,.457
See also.Guagliardo,.Hess,.and.Taylor,.trans.

Guagliardo,.Hess,.and.Taylor,.trans.......................... 433
Guillame.de.Lorris.(†c.1237).............................. 129n30
Gundisalinus,.Dominic..

(fl.1150;.Archdeacon.of.Segovia).......................... 411
“Guess.at.the.Riddle”........................................ 348,.450
Guizot,.M..François.(†1874)............... 112n37,.334,.433
Gutas,.Dimitri................................................... 410,.434
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Habermas,.Jürgen........................................ 290n34,.434
Hadrian.I,.Pope.(†795).................................... 39,.41,.44
hagiography................................................. 21,.176,.186
Hajdukiewicz,.Leszek................................ 378n105,.434
Haldane,.Elizabeth.Sanderson.(†1937):.under Haldane.

and.Ross
Haldane,.John............................................ 274n301,.434
Haldane.and.Ross..

(translations.of.Descartes)................383nn6&10,.425
Hamlet.(c.1600.fictional.character)........................... 102
Hamman,.Adalbert..........11n10,.20n24,.21,.21n28,.434
handmaid.of.theology”:.see.ancilla.theologiae
Hannam,.James.......... x,.119n72,.273n299,.384n11,.434
Hany,.Maurice........................................................... 442
happiness............................................ 163,.164,.286,.409
hardness..................................................................... 325
Harrison,.James............................................. 36n66,.434
Hartshorne,.Charles.(†2000)............. 124,.406,.434,.449
has.being.................................... 306,.360,.363,.365,.368
Haskins,.Charles.Homer.(†1937)............... 179n27,.434
Hegel,.G..W..F..(†1831)...................................... 31,.282
Heidegger,.Martin.(†1976)...... 205n104,.208,.243n,.253-

255,.265,.272n295,.421,.435
Heidl,.György................................................ 86n14,.435
Heiric.of.Auxerre.(†c.876)......................................... 114
Heither,.Theresia.................................. 85n12,.434,.448
Helena.(sister.of.Constantius,..

wife.of.Emperor.Julian)........................................... 16
Heloise.(†1164)......... 129,.404,.432,.434,.445,.459,.462
Héloïse:.under Heloise.(unaccented)
Henle,.SJ,.Robert.J..(†2000)............................. 243,.434
Henology................................................. 60,.61,.63,.404
Henry.and.Schwyzer,.Eds...

(Plotinus’.Opera)................................ 63n21,.435,.454
Henry,.Desomond.Paul.(†2004)..................319-320n57
Henry.Suso.(†1366)..................................................... 69
Heraclitean.fire.......................................................... 201
Heraclitus.(†c.480bc)........................ 138,.139,.167,.435
Heraclius.(†641;.Byzantine.Emperor)........................ 15
Herculano.de.Carvalho,.José.G................................ 435
hermeneutics........................................................ 34,.432
Herodotus.(†425BC)............................................. 7,.435
Herren.and.Brown,.Eds.............................. 111n32,.436
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Licinius,.Flavius.(†325;.executed.by.Constantine)..... 15
linguistic.. xxxiii,.4,.10,.26,.28,.37,.43,.47,.48,.52,.53,.55,.

72,.73,.88,.91,.92,.99,.101,.133,.166,.169,.217,..
221,.228,.238-240,.250,.269,.272,.305,.322,.358,..
371,.374,.389,.409,.415,.416,.422-424,.446,.462

linguistic.animal........................................................... 37
linguistics............................................. 99,.239,.424,.462
lion.........................xxviii,.31,.59,.65,.144,.146,.234,.436
Litt,.Thomas................................................ 158n40,.441
Llamzon,.B..S.................................... 276n305,.411,.441
Llewellyn,.Peter................................................... 39,.441
Loches,.France.......................................................... 131
Locke,.John.(†1704).. xxviii, xxix,.86,.133,.169,.254,.274,.

277,.318,.326,.351,.375,.376,.379,.388,.390,.441
logic... xxvii, xxxiii,.28-32,.38,.50,.51,.53,.54,.61,.63,.66,.

67,.70-76,.78,.80,.81,.88,.90,.91,.93,.94,.99,.101,..
102,.104,.105,.120,.124,.125,.127-130,.132,.136,..
152,.156,.159,.160,.164-170,.174,.178,.179,.182,..
185,.193,.196,.200,.205,.223,.229,.231,.233,.235,..
236,.238,.240,.242,.246,.257,.268-272,.310,.313,..
314,.328,.330,.332,.333,.339-342,.344-350,.355,..
356,.361,.362,.370-373,.378,.379,.381,.388,.392,..

393,.396,.400
logic.as.a.science.................................................... 101

Logica ‘Ingredientibus’.(a.1118,.Abaelard)................... 403
logical.analysis........................................................... 105
logical.interpretant.....................................................xxv
logos............................................................. 25,.168,.183
Lombard,.Peter.(†1160)......vii,.95,.105,.120,.135,.136,.

172,.176,.178,.183,.215,.244,.249,.274,.304,.315,..
406,.407,.440

Lonergan,.Bernard.(†1984)....................... 207,.227,.440
Lorraine,.region.................................................... 42n84
Los.Angeles.......................................................... 130n33
Lothaire.(†855;.grandson.of.Charlemagne)......... 42n84
Louis.Napoleon.III.(†1873)...................................... 183
Louis.of.Bavaria.(†1347)............................330,.332-333

and.Ockham.................................................. 333,.335
quarrell.with.Pope.John.XXII........................333-336

Louis.“the.Pious”.(†840;..
son.of.Charlemagne).......................42n74,.111,.112n

Louis.“the.German”.(†876;..
son.of.Charlemagne)......................................... 42n74

Louis.II.“the.Stammerer”.(†879;..
greatgrandson.of.Charlemagne)....................... 42n84

Louis.III.(†882;..
great-great.grandson.of.Charlemagne)............ 42n84

Louis.IX,.French.King.(†1270)................................. 297
Luckmann:.see.Berger.and.Luckman
Lucks,.Henry.A..(†1954)............................ 114n46,.115,.

115nn47-48&52,.441
Ludwig:.see.Louis.“the.German”
Luibheid,.Colm......................................... 430,.439,.441
Luther,.Martin.(†1546)...... 84,.108,.112,.184,.195,.237,.

238,.281-283,.287,.387,.441
Lyceum.(Aristotle’s.academy)............................ 137,.160

— M —

MacDonogh,.Steve.............................................. 36,.442
Macedon.(ancient.kingdom.in..

Northeastern.Greek.peninsula)............................ 164
MacKenna,.Stephen...................................... 61n13,.468
Mahaffy,.John.Pentland.(†1919;.Kant.scholar)......... 437

Maimonides,.Moses.(†1204;.main.medieval..
Jewish.intellectual,.called.“The.Teacher”)...... 172,.

193n68,.214,.218n,.323,.416
Maisonneuve,.H................................................ 22n,.442
Maitland:.see.Appignanesi.and.Maitland,.Eds.
Majorian.(†461;.sometime.Emperor)......................... 18
Makowski,.Stanislaus.(†1683)................... 378,.433,.442

biography.of.......................................................... 433
malice........................................................................... 45
Malleus Maleficarum.(1486.“Hammer.of.Witches”,.

Kramer.and.Sprenger).......................................... 438
Malmesbury,.William.of.(†1143)........ 113,.113n38,.442
Maloney,.Thomas.S.......136n55,.304,.304nn6-7,.305n9,.

305n13,.311,.312n33,.314n43,.411,.441
Malter,.Rudolf.(Kant.scholar)................................... 437
Mandonnet,.Pierre.Felix.(†1936).............. 238n198,.442
Manetti,.Giovanni............. 85nn11-12,.89,.353n22,.442
Marcus.Aurelius.(†180ad)........................................... 96
Maréchal,.Joseph.(†1944).................. 207,.222n169,.442
Marenbon,.John......7,.9n3,.10n,.48n98,.113,.113n41,.

114,.443
Maritain,.Jacques.(†1973)........... xxix,.12,.36,.51,.96,.97,.

176,.178,.180,.190,.193,.194,.198,.207,.215,.220,..
224,.227,.231,.232,.249,.251,.252,.254,.255,.257,..
258,.262,.272,.275,.277,.281,.296-300,.309,.326,..
340,.343,.373,.377,.379,.383,.395,.418,.423,.435,..

440,.442,.443
Markus,.R..A....................89,.90,.90n33,.343n,.436,.444
Mars.(planet)........................................................ xxvi,.78
Marsilius.of.Padua.(†1342)................................ 335,.338
Martianus.Capella.(†late.5th.cent.?)..................... 29,.466
Martin,.Christopher..............190n58,.287,.287n23,.444
Martin,.F..X.:.under.Martin.and.Richmond.Eds.
Martin.V,.Pope.(†1431)..............................334,.336-339
Martin.and.Richmond,.Eds......................... 112n36,.443
Martindale,.J..R............................................. 19n19,.443
Marxism....................................................................... 35
Mastrius,.Bartholomeus.(†1673)...... 378,.378n101,.420,.

444
Mates,.Benson.(†2009).............................. 463,.444,.464
mathematics...... xxiv,.xxviii,.29-31,.96,.156,.160,.162,.

167,.168,.182,.216,.225,.229,.294,.383,.385,.390,..
393,.397,.410,.449,.450

Mathematike Syntaxis:.see.under.Almagest
Matson,.Wallace.I..... xxvi,.xxvii.note.4,.7,.48n98,.302n1,.

445
matter:

primary.matter.(synonym.for..
“prime.matter”)..... 26,.66,.144,.148,.156,.158,.285

prime.matter.(=.primary.matter,.q.v.)...... 27,.65-67,.
125n14,.148,.176,.218,.236,.261,.340n101,.374

secondary.matter.(=.what.can.be..
directly.sensed).......99n65,.148,.215,.261-362,.300

Maurer,.Armand.(†2008)....... 96n58,.225,.226,.406,.445
Maxentius.(†312,.defeated.by.Constantine)....13-14,.16
maxim:

concerning.the.human.soul................................... 270
for.“Ockham’s.razor”.not.found.in.Ockham........ 467

Maximus.of.Ephesus.(†372;.follower.of.Iamblichus)....16
Maximian.(†310;.“Caesar”.under.Diocletian)............ 13
Maximus.(†380;.in.defeat.by.Theodosius).................. 17
Maximus,.Petronius:.see under.Petronius.Maximus
Priscus.of.Epirus.(†395;.Neoplatonist.and.theurgist)....16
Maya:

Hindu.concept....................................................... 205
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Mesoamerican.indian.people.Hindu.concept......357n31
Mayr,.Ernst.Walter.(†2005,.biologist)...................... 142
McCord.Adams,.Marilyn............ 323,.323n70,.445,.447
McCormick,.Michael.................................. 112n34,.445
McGarry,.Daniel.D..(John.of.Salisbury.scholar)...... 461
McGill:.see under.Hick.and.McGill
McGinn,.Bernard................................ 117n61,.118,.445
McGinn.and.Otten,.Eds.............................. 112n36,.445
McInerny,.Ralph.(†1985)......81,.97,.207,.208,.212,.226,.

235,.236,.238,.239,.241,.407,.409,.420,.421,.445
McKeon,.Richard.(†1985)......130n31,.130n35,.132n42,.

135n53,.403,.408,.415,.444
McNeal:.see under.Thatcher.and.McNeal
Medici,.Cosimo.de.(†1464)......................................... 45
medieval.psychology.................................................. 256
Meier-Oeser,.Stephan...... 87n24,.90n33,.134n47,.305n14,.

306,.308-309,.308n23,.309n,.328n83,.342,.344n114,..
374,.378n102,.379,.445

Meijer:.under.Bos.and.Meijer.Eds.
Meister.Eckhart.(†1327)........................ 69,.131n38,.404
Melancthon,.Philipp.(†1560)...................... 52n114,.445
Melchiades,.Pope.(†314)............................................. 44
memory........ v,.xxxi,.9,.55,.80,.119,.146,.147,.162,.169, .

257,.263,.320,.348,.409,.416,.424,.455
Meno.(Platonic.dialogue)..................................... 58,.453
mental.events............................................................. 153
mental.icons............................................... 257,.258,.379
Mercatus.(“Isodorus.Mercatus”,..

9th.cent..forger.of.the.Decretals)............................... 44
Mercier,.Cardinal.Desiré-Joseph.(†1926)................. 207
Mercury.(mythological.god.of.ancient.times).... 462,.466
Merton,.Thomas.(†1968).................... 52n116,.373,.445
Merton.College.(at.Oxford.in.Kilwardby’s.day)....... 373
metaphysics...... 47,.51,.56,.63,.68,.96,.107,.114,.116,.119,.

138,.160,.162,.167,.182,.191,.207,.210,.213-215,..
217,.219,.223-227,.231,.232,.234,.241,.243,.249,..
251,.252,.254,.255,.265,.266,.271-273,.296,.306,..
381,.382,.404,.408-410,.413,.418,.423,.424,.427,..
430,.432,.433,.437,.438,.443,.449,.461,.462,.466,..

471,.472
metaphysics.of.esse......107,.207,.215,.217,.219,.243,.

265,.266,.273
Mews,.Constant.J........................ 129n30,.404,.434,.445
Meyer,.Paul.Martin:.see Mommsen.and.Meyer.Eds.
Mexico,.México......... 184,.217,.357,.409,.412,.424,.462
Migne,.Jacques.Paul.(†1875)...... 406,.409,.413,.417,.429,.

430,.440,.445
Milan.............................13,.15-19,.27,.88,.338,.442,.471
Miles,.John.Russiano.(“Jack”)....51,.51n113,.288n26,.446
Miller,.FSE.,.Sr..Paula.Jean................................... 400n4
mind-dependent.... xxiv,.xxviii,.xxix,.34,.37,.97,.101-104,.

131,.146,.147,.225,.236,.252,.262,.264,.267-270,..
300,.306,.308,.309,.319,.323,.325-327,.345,.352,..

354,.360-363,.369,.370,.376,.380,.392
See also.ens.rationis

mind-independent..... xxiii, xxiv, xxviii-xxx, xxxii, 56,.65,.
97,.102-104,.131,.146,.147,.150,.153,.156,.157,..
236,.252,.254,.262,.267,.270,.295,.300,.306,.308,..
309,.319,.325,.345,.354,.358-361,.369,.380,.387,..

391,.396
See also ens.reale

Minio-Paluello,.Lorenzo.(Abaelard.scholar).... 403,.446
minor.logic................................................................. 448
mission.xxvi, xxxii,.18,.131,.184,.186,.215,.283,.384,.422
Mithra.(ancient.god.of.light.and.cosmic.order).......... 14

modeling........................xxv,.53,.217,.221,.424,.463,.469
modeling.system..........................xxv,.217,.221,.424,.463
models............................................................................ 7
modernity...... 4,.5,.11,.12,.26,.33,.43,.48,.51-53,.82,.103,.

137,.175,.176,.232,.241,.254,.255,.258,.269,.273,..
274,.278,.295,.296,.299,.302,.303,.315,.323,.331,..
350,.354,.375,.377,.379,.384,.386,.392,.396,.399

moderns........ ix, xxvii, xxix, xxxviii, xxxix,.52,.73,.82,.94,.
103,.160,.173,.215,.223,.232,.262,.294,.309,.314,..

354,.364,.379,.380,.383,.387,.388,.390,.396
modistae..................................... 370-371,.374-.375,.416
Moerbeke,.William.of.(†1268)...................... 118,.304n7
Mohammed,.Muhammad,.etc...

(†632ad;.founder.of.Islam)............................. 12,.280
Aquinas.view.of.......................................................... 280
Mohammed.II.(†1481;.Sultan.of.Turkey,.conqueror.

1453.of.Constantinople,.now.Istanbul).................. 47
Mommsen,.Theodor.(†1903)................ 25n43,.446,.468
Mommsen,.Theodor.Ernst.(†1958).................. 83n,.446
Mommsen.and.Meyer.Eds...

(of.Theodosian.Code)....................... 25n43,.445,.467
monism........................................................ 66,.143,.145
monist................................................................ 450,.451
Monk,.Ray................................................. 259n265,.446
monotheism....................................................... 202,.286
Montagnes,.OP,.Bernard................... 242n205,.446,.462
Montaigu,.Collège.de.(Paris).................................... 344
Montesquieu,.Baron.de.(†1755)................ 10,.10n5,.445
Moore,.Edward.C...

(founder.of.Peirce.Edition.Project)...................... 450
Moore,.Thomas.Verner..

(†1969;.student.of.Wundt)........................ 69n39,.445
Mormon,.Mormons.........................281n6,.288n26,.296
Morrissey,.Christopher.Stewart.............. 86,.88n25,.445
Muslim,.Moslem...... xxxv,.28,.31-32,.34,.34n61,.121n2,.

131,.131n28,.135,.172,.184n40,.214,.266,.269,.281
Aquinas.on......................................................280-281

Mougel,.René.(of.the.Maritain.Circle)..................... 442
Mr..Hyde...... xxvi,.85,.269n287,.273,.333,.379,.380,.466

See also.Dr..Jekyll
Muckle,.CSB,.J..T.......................................... 27n48,.446
Muhammad.................................................... 12,.33,.280

See also.Mohammed
“multipliciter.dicitur”.(Greek.expression.on.which.

Aquinas,.in.contrast.with.Aristotle,.bases..
his.analysis.of.so-called.“analogy”........................ 229

Muñoz.Delgado,.Vicente.(†1995)............................. 446
Murdoch,.Dugald:.see.Cottingham,.Stoothoff,.and.

Murdoch
musement................................................................... 163
mystical.experience...... 62n17,.68f.,.70,.187,.192-193,.

231,.373
mythology..........................................7,.37f.,.39,.109n21

See also.fraud.and.Pseudo-Dionysius

— N —

names......19,.51,.87,.91,.108,.110,.114,.126,.131,.137,.
173,.189,.191,.193,.196,.198-200,.209,.228,.231-.
236,.238,.239,.241,.242,.277,.327,.358,.399,.417

Naples.................................. 47,.289,.332,.335,.406,.430
Napoleon.(†1821)........................40n79,.91n37,.130n33
Nasr,.Seyyed.Hossein................32n59,.34n61,.405,.446
Nasr.and.Leaman,.Eds...................................... 405,.446
natura naturans....................................113-115,.426,.465
natural.philosophy...... 51,.79,.114,.158,.168,.185,.217,.
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225,.270,.295,.320,.375,.446,.456,.464
natural.sign........................................ 312,.327,.328,.369
Nature...... xxv-xxviii, xxxii-xxxvi,.3-5,.14,.16,.24,.25,.32,.

35,.37,.50,.53,.57,.59,.61,.63,.67,.75,.78-82,.84,..
86,.87,.91,.92,.97,.99,.101-103,.107,.112-116,..
120-122,.128,.131,.133,.134,.138,.140,.142,.143,..
145-148,.152,.153,.157,.159,.162-164,.167-169,..
173,.176,.183,.184,.197,.201-203,.205,.211,.213-.
216,.218-222,.227,.228,.231,.239,.241,.245,.246,..
249,.251-253,.266,.273-276,.281,.283-287,.291,..
293-297,.304,.306,.308,.311,.312,.314,.325,.327,..
329,.339,.343,.344,.347,.352,.353,.358,.360,.363-.
366,.370,.372,.375,.376,.379,.380,.382-385,.387,..
388,.390,.394-396,.399,.400,.404,.408,.422,.449,..

455,.458,.460,.462,.465,.469
See further.ens.reale

negative.judgment.of.separation............................... 224
neglected.argument................................................... 452
Neoplatonic......11,.28,.32,.67,.69-71,.89,.105-108,.112,.

116-118,.137,.186,.293,.372
Neoplatonism...... 4,.54-61,.64,.66-69,.71,.106,.107,.110,.

111,.113,.116-118,.122,.137,.174,.178,.205,.219,..
242,.243,.418,.431,.443,.468

Neothomism...... 6,.200,.207n111,.208,.226n168,.242,.
243n,.249n238,.254n248.(definition.of),.255,..

257n262,.274,.276n305,.296,.313n42,.425
neothomist......................... 208,.256,.276,.295,.318,.393
neothomists......175,.191,.226,.227,.242,.244n248,.273,.

296,.392
Neptune.(god.of.water.and.seas)................................. 78
New.Atheism:.see under.atheism
New.Age............................................ 175,.269,.356,.399
“New.List.of.Categories”.(Peirce)............................ 450
new.Platonists........................................................ 55,.56
Newton,.Isaac.(†1727)......147,.173,.185n45,.382,.390,.

446,.469
physics.of......................................................... 173n10
on.space.and.time.................................................. 147

Nicea...........................................14,.22-25,.46,.338,.434
Nicene.Creed..

(from.Council.of.Nicea,.325ad)................. 23,.25,.26
Nicephorus.(†811ad;.as.Emperor.in.803.he.

blocked.the.attempt.by.Charlemagne.to..
marry.Irene.as.Eastern.Empress)............................ 42

Nicholas.of.Cusa.(†1464)................47n95,.114n46,.471
Nicomedia.(today.Izmit)................................. 13,.14,.24

first.alternative.capital.for.Roman.empire.............. 13
compared.with.Constantinople.as.Nova Roma........ 14

Nidditch,.Peter.Harold.(†1983)........................ 436,.440
Nielsen,.Lauge.(editor.with.Pinborg.on..

Bacon.and.Kilwardby.Adscriptus)................. 411,.438
noetic...... ix,.25n,.53,.54n1,.80,.96,.97n61..99n65,.140,.

141n7,.175n,.215,.226,.230,.241n204,.243,.257n260,..
259,.262,.313n42,.329,.331,.332,.341,.342n113,.

.346n118
Why.preferable.term.to..

“epistemology”............................25n,.97n61,.175n
See comparatively.epistemology

Nogar,.Raymond.J..(†1967)......186n46,.296n52,.409,.
421,.425,.447

Nogaret,.William.(†1313)......................................... 334
nominalism......55,.81,.95,.102,.130-134,.149,.278,.307,.

324-326,.329-332,.335,.339,.346,.349,.350,.355,..
358,.377

“essence.of.nominalism”......131n37,.133,.325,.377n98

first.florescence.of............................... 9,.81,.130,.324
second.florescence.of......................................... 324ff.

nominalist...... 278,.324,.327,.330-332,.340,.342,.344,.
345,.379,.400

nominalistic......36,.131,.133,.259,.278,.327,.333,.349,.
367,.376

nominalists......133,.324,.325,.329,.330,.339,.342,.345-
347,.379

nomoiômata............................................................... 355
nonbeing..... xxxiii,.38,.39,.56,.62-64,.70,.116,.134,.138,.

139,.189,.233,.237,.266,.269,.271,.275,.359
See.ens.rationis.and.purely.objective.reality

non-being............................. 66,.143,.271,.275,.395,.396
Spelling variant of nonbeing

Noone,.Timothy.B..(major.Scotus.scholar)...... 344,.400
Norpoth,.Leo.............................................. 195n75,.447
North.Africa.......................................................... 31,.84
“nose.of.wax”......7,.48n98,.208,.307,.309n,.310,.320n,.

378n102
in.particular.case.of.Poinsot........................ 309n,.310
See also.“nose.of.wax.fallacy”.under.fallacy

notitia............................................................................ 48
noumena,.noumenal.................................................. 111
noumenon.................................................................. 194
Nova Roma.(original.name.for.

Constantinople)......................... 11,.14,.21,.38,.39,.47
Nuchelmans,.Gabriel.(†1996)............................. 52,.447
Nurdin,.Michel.(from.the.Maritain.Circle).............. 442

— O —

Oates,.Whitney.J............................................... 428,.447
object......6,.29,.31,.37,.48,.55,.56,.72-75,.90,.91,.93,.94,.

98,.102,.121-125,.127,.133,.140,.146,.156,.159-.
163,.167,.180-182,.192,.205,.211,.215-217,.223-.
227,.231,.232,.241,.245,.246,.249,.252-265,.267,..
268,.271,.290,.308,.309,.316,.318-322,.327,.328,..
340,.341,.347,.351-354,.357,.358,.360,.365-370,..

372,.373,.385,.386,.388,.389,.400
objective... xxiv, xxxii, xxxiii,.5,.6,.8,.10,.21,.29,.31,.37,.38,.

60,.82,.101-104,.140,.147,.150,.153,.160,.175,.200,..
211,.219,.225,.229,.240,.252-254,.256,.258,.259,..
263,.264,.266-269,.309,.313,.315,.317,.325,.326,..
342,.351,.358-361,.363,.364,.367-370,.376,.380,..

386,.388,.389,.393,.395,.425
objective.reality.................................................... 38,.425
objective.relation............................... 309,.358,.363,.369
objective.relations.............................. 101,.104,.175,.361
objective.world... xxiv, xxxii, xxxiiii, 21, 60, 240, 254, 256,.

259,.263,.264,.266,.317,.393
objectivity...... xxvii,.xxx,.31,.88,.128,.156,.175,.259,.262,.

263,.309,.317,.325-327,.341,.345,.358,.359,.389,..
393,.394,.400

O’Callaghan,.John............................. 274n301,.425,.447
Ockham,.William.of.(†c.1349).... xxvii,.7,.48,.49,.55,.81,.

85,.93,.101,.103,.130,.149,.183,.258,.262,.278,..
302,.314,.323-331,.333,.335,.336,.338-340,.342,..
344,.345,.348,.350,.353,.358,.359,.364,.399,.445,..

448,.468,.469
“first.of.the.Nominalists”...............................323-324
“inspiration.of.the.moderns”................................ 323

Odoacer.(†493ad;.put.an.end.to.
Western.Roman.Emperors)...................19-21,.27,.29

O’Donnell,.James.J............................................ 410,.449
OED.(=.Oxford English Dictionary)............................ 244
Offelli,.Siro.................................................. 287n23,.449
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Ogden.and.Ramsay..
(1st.trans..of.Wittgenstein.1922)........................... 471

Ogg,.Frederic.Austin.(†1951)..................... 338n98,.449
Olybrius.(†472;.short-lived.Western.Emperor)......... 18
Olynthus.(ancient.Greek.city..

at.head.of.Gulf.of.Torone).............................. 164n51
O’Meara,.Dominic.J...................................... 64n24,.449
O’Meara,.John........................................................... 444
O’Meara,.Thomas.F.......135,.174n13,.185n,.186,.186n48,.

449
omnipotence........................... 95,.171n1,.177n23,.291
ontological...... 6,.8,.65,.67,.82,.97-102,.104,.107,.121,.

124,.125,.127,.131,.140,.150,.174,.189,.203,.234,..
236,.243,.251,.252,.272,.306,.309,.315,.326,.331,..

340,.341,.354,.358-369,.376,.378,.379,.394
ontological.relation......8,.82,.97-100,.104,.174,.306,.309,.

315,.340,.341,.354,.358,.359,.363-369,.376,.378
Synonym for.relatio.secundum.dici.or.transcendental.
relation

ontology.....51,.60,.61,.63,.67,.71,.162,.275,.294,.331,.422
order.of.discovery...................................................... 252
ordo disciplinae............................................................. 252
ordo inventionis............................................................ 252
Orestes.(†476;.father.of.Romulus.Augustulus)........... 19
organon...................................... 166,.167,.356,.408,.411
original.sin:.see under.sin
Origen.(†254ad)......21n28,.24,.60,.85,.85n12,.86,.88n25,.

92n43,.117n64,.314n44,.449,.462
d’Ors.................................................. 345n116,.409,.449
Osborn,.E..F..(†2007).................................. 117n63,.449
Ostrogoths.(East.Germanic.tribe.established.late..

5th-early.6th.Kingdom.of.Italy.under.Theodoric)...... 27
otherness..............................................................xxi,.264
other-representation......328,.341,.351,.365,.366,.387,.400
Otten,.Willemien.(Erigena.scholar):.see.McGinn.and.

Otten,.Eds.
Otto.I.(†973ad;.end.of.denying.discontinuity.

between.original.Roman.empire.and..
the.so-called.“Holy”.version).................................. 41

Owens,.Joseph.(†2005).... xxviv,.226n168,.260,.428,.449
where.modern.epistemology,.whether..

Neothomistic.or.Cartesian.and.Kantian,..
fail.in.common........................................... xxv,.260

— P —

Paban,.Ceslaus:.see.Paban.and.Pègues,.Eds.
Paban.and.Pègues,.Eds.............................................. 417
Paganism:

Aristotle’s.view.on.pagan.gods.............................. 161
original.meaning.of.“dark.ages”.......................... 82n3
overlap.with.Christianity......13-16,.22,.54,.58,.60,.

95-96,.106,.116-119
and.Pseudo-Dionysius.......................................... 111
rhizomic.influence.of..

Pagan.Neoplatonism.on.Latins........................ 110
Pahlavi.(ancient.Iranian.and.Persian.language).......... 32
Palace.School.(Charlemagne)...... 83n,.105,.111,.112,.

112n34,.129n27
panentheism............................................................... 206
Pannonia................................................................ 19,.27
pantheism........................................................... 114,.206
Papal.Curia.................................................................. 38
paradigm................ 53,.93,.175,.236,.255,.372,.373,.424
Parkinson,.G..H..R.................................. 49n3,.449,.450
Parmenidean.One...................................................... 175

Parmenides.(†c.450bc)......138,.139,.143,.147,.155,.449,.
453

Parole de Dieu........................................................... 298n
“parousia”.................................................... 218n41,.251
Parsons.and.Shils,.Eds....................................... 6n5,.449
Parsons,.Talcott.(†1979):.see Parsons.and.Shils,.Eds.
participation......23,.47,.54,.144,.177,.201,.202,.209,.213,.

216,.228,.250,.252,.266,.283,.428,.431,.461
Pascal,.Blaise.(†1662).................................................. 70

“Pascal’s.wager”........................................... 14n13,.70
passions.of.the.soul.(passiones animae)....... 133,.249,.340,.

342,.343,.355
Pecci,.Vincenzo.Gioacchino.(†1903):.under.Leo.XIII.

Pope
Pedro.da.Fonseca.(†1599)............................. 4,.347,.362
Pègues,.Thomas:.see Paban.and.Pègues,.Eds.
Peirce,.Charles.“Santiago”.Sanders.(†1914)........ v, ix, x,.

xxiv, xxvii, xxix, xxxi, xxxiii, xxxv, xxxviii,.37,.53,.55,.. 
72,.73,.83,.86,.90,.94,.98,.101,.131,.133,.137,.138,.. 
142,.147,.156,.165,.185,.190,.224,.236,.244,.253-. 
255,.258,.277,.307,.308,.312,.313,.315,.318,.321,.. 
325,.326,.339,.347,.366,.368,.370,.375,.379,.384-. 
386,.388,.390,.392,.394-397,.399,.413,.415,.416,..

422-424,.429,.450-453
Peirce.Edition.Project....................................... 449,.450
Peircean....................................................... 185n44,.254
Pelagian.................................................................... 84n7

See.Julian.of.Eclanum
Pelikan,.Jaroslav.(†2006)...... 21,.21n27,.22,.32,.107-109,.

107nn12&14,.108n18,.109nn20-21,.117n64,..
195n73,.441,.453,.459

Pepin.(†810;.son.of.Charlemagne)........................ 42n84
percept............................................................... 249,.436

See also phantasia,.phantasiari,.phantasma
perception...ix, xxiii, xxviii-xxxii, xxxiv,.4,.48,.93,.94,.101,.

149,.150,.152,.178,.180,.216,.221,.222,.246,.248-.
250,.258,.259,.262-264,.267,.271,.294,.295,.300,..
316-319,.327,.340-342,.349,.367,.379,.382,.388,..

390,.391
Subspecies of phantasiari

Periphyseon.(867;.Erigena’s.own.title.for.
De Divisione Naturae,.q.v.)..................... 112,.436,.462

Persia........................................................ 16,.17,.35,.106
Peter.Damien.(†1072):.under Damien
Peter.of.Ledesma.(†1616)......................................... 362
Peter.of.Spain:.see under.Petrus.Hispanus
Petrarca,.Francesco.(“Petrarch”;.†1374).... 418,.445,.453
Petrilli,.Susan................................................. 399n1,.453
Petrilli.and.Ponzio...... 221n149,.292n242,.396n29,.425,.

453
Petronius.Maximus.(†455;.fueled.assassination.of.

Western.Emperor.Valentinian.III)......................... 18
Petrus.Hispanus.(fl..13th.cent.)......345,.345n16,.385,.411,.

449,.454
question.of.identity.with.Pope.John.XXI....... 345n16

Phaedo.(i.391-360bc;.Plato’s.dialogue)........ 58,.150,.453
phantasia.xxiii, xxiv, xxxi-xxxiii, xxxvii,.206,.259,.262,.295
phantasiari......xxiii, xxiv, xxxi-xxxiii, xxxvii,.259,.262,.295
phantasma................................................................... 249
Pharr,.Clyde.(Theodosian.Code.translator)...... 25n43,.

453,.468
Phelan,.Gerald.Bernard.(†1965)......211,.212,.242n205,.

443,.454
phenomena...... xxvii,.54,.86,.87,.90,.92,.120,.133,.140, .

157,.162,.184,.187,.191,.219,.244,.250,.258,.259,.
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274n301,.287,.290,.292,.295,.305,.307,.340,.341,..
345,.346,.349,.350,.357,.364,.378,.387,.399

phenomenology..... 25,.93n46,.274n301,.341n,.422,.452,.
468

phenomenon.... xxiii, xxiv, 58,.86,.97,.140,.167,.185,.188,.
189,.228,.242,.258,.259,.265,.293,.376,.399,.463,..

467
Philip.Cancellarius,.“Philip.the.Chancellor”.(†1236;.

initiated.the.discussion.of.the.“transcendental.
properties”.of.being,.c.1230)........... 174n13,.404,.454

Philip.IV.of.France.(†1314)...................................... 334
Marriage of Philology and Mercury.

(i.410-429;.Capella)....................................... 462,.466
philosophy.of.language................................ 322n65,.425
physical.being...... 97,.99,.100,.102,.128,.145,.156,.180,.

211,.225,.268,.287,.309,.317,.320,.330,.359,.361,..
362

physical.relation................................... 87,.104,.308,.309
physics...... xxxi,.30,.47,.51,.56,.63,.68,.86,.96,.107,.114-

116,.119,.138,.140,.142-145,.157,.160-162,.167-.
169,.173,.174,.176-178,.182,.187,.190,.191,.201,..
207,.210,.213-215,.217,.219,.223-227,.231,.232,..
234,.241,.243,.249,.251,.252,.254,.255,.265,.266,..

271-273,.296,.299,.306,.320,.375,.381,.382
physiosemiosis........................................................... 424
phytosemiosis......................................................... 348n6
Pinborg,.Jan.(†1982).....374nn82&88,.409,.411,.416,.

436,.438,.454
Pipes,.Daniel.................................................. 36n66,.454
Pittendrigh,.Colin.S..(†1996)............................ 142,.454
Pius.VII,.Pope.(†1823;..

at.1804.coronation.of.Napoleon)...................... 40n79
Placidia.(†450ad,.as.Empress)..................................... 18
Plato.(†c.347bc)...... ix, xxi, xxiv, xxxvi,.3,.5,.7,.11,.15,.27,.

30,.32,.45,.56-59,.64,.65,.67,.82,.116,.119,.132,..
137,.138,.148-150,.161,.178,.203,.238,.254,.278,..

302,.303,.418,.420,.434,.454,.458
Plato’s.Academy........................................................... 56

and.Aristotle.............................56,.137,.148-149,.172
and.early.astronomy.............................................. 157
at.time.of.closing............................................118-119
tradition.of........................................................... 57n3

Platonic.Academy,.15th.cent..Florence........................ 45
Platonism...... 47,.56-59,.67,.106,.108,.111,.117,.118,.132,.

431,.434
Plotinus.(†270/71ad)...... 28,.32,.54-64,.67-71,.106,.108,

111,.116-118,.162,.176,.178,.202,.205,.372,.418,..
431,.435,.448,.454,.455,.458,.469

Plutarch.(†c.120ad)........................................... 7n8,.456
Poinsot,.John.(†1644)......... x, xxviii, xxx, xxix, xxxi,.5,.6,.

8,.49-52,.65,.73,.83,.84,.86,.87,.90,.93,.95,.97-100,..
102,.110,.120,.131,.134,.141,.150,.152,.154,.171,..
172,.227,.228,.242,.246-248,.251,.262,.263,.268,..
270,.271,.273,.276,.277,.291,.301,.303,.306,.308-.
310,.313-316,.319-322,.326,.328,.331,.340,.343,..
344,.351,.354,.356-359,.361-368,.371-373,.375-.
380,.383-388,.391-396,.399,.400,.416,.422,.423,..

425,.429,.433,.445,.446,.456,.457,.459,.465
on.angels............................110n22,.340n101,.392n15

“successive”.discourse.of............................ 247n
beyond.Aquinas............................................. 376,.395
and.Araújo............................................................. 368
in.argument.of.this.book........................................... 8
astronomy.of.......................................................... 383
Augustine’s.ignorance.of.Greek..

as.a.“felix.culpa”.............................................. 84n7
and.Boethius:

and.degrees.of.abstraction............................ 227
secundum esse.terminology......................... 97n62

causality,.summary.texts.on............................... 141n7
connection.of.spoken.words..

with.thought................................250n240,.321n63
contrast.with.Soto..........................................367-368
contrast.with.Suarez.in.relation.to.Aquinas.... 52,.248

corrective.to.Suarez.......................... 52,.363n53
on.consequent.of.the..

modern.view.of.sensation............xxviii, xxx,.93n47
as.culminating.the.Latin.Age...... 303,.344,.361,.375,.

377,.383,.394,.399
vindication.of.Augustine............................ 364ff.
anticipating.Peirce........................................ 375

cultural.context.of.publication.of.his.Tractatus..... 379
on.ens primum cognitum..........xxxiii.note.16,.270n289
on.ens rationis.as.nonbeing.....................xxxiii.note.16
and.“essence.of.nominalism”.......................... 131n37
ethics.as.consequence.of.being................. 171n1,.291
and.“first.Thomism”................................................. 6
and.Fonseca........................................................... 379
forensic.science.relies.on..

transcendental.relation................................. 65n28
on.grammar.and.rhetoric.as.sciences.................... 372
and.Gredt............................................................ 320n
and.human.soul.in.relation.to.matter........... 251n242
and.intuitive/abstractive..

awareness.distinction.................. 49n102,.316,.319
and.Maritain.......................................................... 377
and.Mastrius.................................................. 379n103
neglected.figure.throughout.modernity...... 51n113,.

262,.262n271,.343n,.377-378,.380,.400
“nose.of.wax”.problem.in.text.of.Poinsot...... 309n,.

310,.310n27,.320n
and.Peirce...................................................... 386,.396

common.sources.with............................390-391
common.teaching.of..................................... 392

in.periods.of.medieval.thought......................... 50,.51
postmodernity,.connection.with............................. 52
problem.of.novelty.in.................................. 309n,.377
on.quo/quod.fallacy......................................... 313n42
“realism”,.limits.of.as.traditionally.conceived...... 395
rejection.of.epistemology.of.moderns.......... 387,.388
relation:

distinction.between.secundum esse.
(ontological).and.secundum dici.
(transcendental)...... 98-99,.306,.357n32,.363,.

363n53,.365n56
transcendental.“relation”.is.not.a.relation.

but.a.fundament.......65n28,.99,.363n53
dyadic.compared.to.sign.relation........... 154n32
foreground.role.of.in.noetic......................... 262
Grote’s.misreading.of.Aristotle.on......... 100n67
intersubjectivity.as.subspecies.of.

suprasubjectivity......308n25,.309n26,.340n103,.
396

irreducibility.of.to.its.subjective..
foundation..........................102n71,.340n103

irreducibly.triadic.in.signs............................ 368
neglected.case.of.at.heart.of..

doctrine.of.signs..................................... 309n
Poinsot.and.Plato.and.Aristotle.on.............. 152
as.physical............................................... 319n57
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and.secondary.matter............................... 99n65
singularity.of...... 131n38,.134,.152,.326,.358,.

372n79,.395
as.ground.of.possibility.of.semiosis......376,.

395
view.of.Scotus............................................... 314

on.representation.divided.into.other-representation.
(sign).and.self-representation.(object)...... 93n48,.

328n84,.351n,.365
and.Scotus............................................................. 400
and.semiotics:

foundation.of......86,.141n7,.172,.228,.363,.376,.
387-388,.394

most.basic.of.the..
cenoscopic.sciences.....................xxxi.note.13

on.sign.as.subject.matter.of.investigation:
as.a.relation.irreducibly.triadic..... 368,.376,.386
commonly.discussed.in.Iberian.milieu....344n114
formal/instrumental.distinction.of.secondary.

importance..................368,.368n69,.379n107
at.the.heart.of.the.matter............................ 309n
and.“loose.ends”.in.Aquinas....... 248f.,.277,.371
main.problem.of.as.raised.by.Augustine...... 378
as.present.within.sensation................... 246n226
priority.proper.to.in.awareness............ 246n226
and.the.representamen/mode.of.being..

of.sign.distinction........90-91,.98,.365n56,.
366n59,.366n60,.386

why.it.must.be.identified.with.ontological..
and.not.predicamental.relation...... 2,.97n62,.

309n,.364
the.obscurantist.reading.of..

Meier-Oeser...... 306,.308-309,.309n,.
378n102

signification,.actual.contrasted..
with.virtual....................................313n39,.366n59

“spiritual.matter”,.impossibility.of...... 66n30,.340n101
student.of.Conimbricenses................... 356,.362,.386
synthesized.cenoscopic.achievements.at.dawn..

of.ideoscopic.development...... xxviii,.51,.52,.273,.
343n,.377,.383

and.term.“physical”............................................. 320n
and.term.“provenate”...................................... 366n58
on.thing/object.distinction............................ 367,.370
Thomistic.tradition,.proper.place.in.............276-277
and.truth...................................................... 242,.359n

Pojman,.Louis.P........................................... 49n105,.458
politics......24,.109,.163,.288,.329,.339,.373,.408,.415,.436
Pomponazzi,.Pietro.(†1525)......217,.218,.220,.287,.418,.

458
Ponce.de.Leon.(†1521)............................................. 324
Ponzio,.Augusto......221149,.292n42,.396n29,.424,.425,.

453
Popes:.the.following.Popes,.here.listed.together,.will.be.

found.separately.as.individual.alphabetized.entries:.
Alexander.V,.Alexander.VI,.Benedict.XII,.Benedict.
XIII,.Benedict.XVI,.Boniface.VIII,.Boniface.IX,.
Clement.I,.Clement.IV,.Clement.V,.Clement.VII.
(Pope/Antipope),.Clement.VII,.Martin.V,.Gregory.
XI,.Gregory.XII,.Hadrian.I,.Honorius.I,.Honorius.
III,.Innocent.VI,.Innocent.VII,.John.XXI,.John.
XXII,.John.XXIII.(Pope/Antipope),.John.XXIII,.
Leo.III,.Leo.IX,.Leo.XIII,.Martin.V,.Melchiades,.
Pius.VII,.Silvester.I,.Urban.V,.Urban.VI

Popper,.Karl.(†1994)................................................. 458

popular.culture.................................................... 50,.228
Porphyry.(†i.301-306)......28,.32,.54-56,.60,.61,.71,.74-

78,.80-82,.87,.106,.130,.254,.267,.406,.454,.458
Port.Royale.................................................................. 70
positivism............................................................. 38,.275
Post,.L..A..(translator.of.Plato’s.letters)............ 454,.457
postmodern...... xxv,.xxvii,.xxxiii,.xxxv,.11,.13,.33,.40,.48,.

51-53,.60,.80,.85,.87,.91,.97,.112,.142,.145,.166,..
169,.175,.181,.240,.254,.268,.283,.296,.299,.301-.
303,.307,.312,.353,.370,.376,.379,.384,.397,.399,..

400,.423-425
postmodernity..... xxiv,.33,.34,.53,.82,.95,.137,.175,.232,.

254,.255,.278,.279,.296,.299,.303,.331,.377,.379,..
380,.397,.399

Potter,.Jean.A..................... 111,.113,.114,.116,.457,.462
Pouillon,.H.................................................. 174n13,.458
Powell,.Ralph.Austin.(†2001)...... 22n,.297n56,.446,.456,.

458
praeambula fidei.... 181n31,.286n18,.292n41,.293n41,.444
praeteritio................................................ 77,.80,.82,.130
pragmaticism.....................xxix,.254,.429,.449,.450,.452
pragmaticistic............................................................. 218
pragmatism................................................ 254,.451,.452
preambles.to.faith...................................................... 288

See further.praeambula.fidei
predicables................................74-76,.80,.267,.270,.403
prefixes....................................................................... 402
pregnancy............................................................ xxiv, xxv
prelinguistic................................................................. 92
premise............................................................. 3,.68,.164

Customary misspelling for “premiss”, q.v.
premises........................................................... 3,.68,.165

Correct spelling for spatial location
premiss,.premisses....................................... 53,.165,.450

Correct spelling from proposition serving in an argument 
to base a consequent

presciss.........156n35,.210,.224,.224n160,.232,.259,.316
prescission........ 224n160,.224-226,.225n,.226n168,.264
prescissive,.prescissively...... 28,.173n10,.224,.224n160,.

226,.226n168,.246n226,.259,.286,.295,.388,.389,..
393

present-mindedness................................................... 256
Previté-Orton,.Charles.William..

(†1947)................................................. 18,.19n20,.459
Preziosi,.Donald.A............................................. 459,.463
pre-Socratics................................................................ 52
primary.matter.....................xxx,.144,.148,.156,.158,.285

See also.prime.matter.and secondary.matter
prime.matter.(=.prime.matter)...... 27,.65-67,.125n14,.

148,.176,.218,.236,.261,.340n101,.374
prime.matter...........65-67,.125,.148,.218,.236,.261,.340
primum cognitum...... xxxiii,.68,.152,.174,.254,.255,.263, .

269-274,.343,.359,.379,.386,.393
See also.ens.primum.cognitum.and.ens.ut.primum.
cognitum

Princeps Thomistarum.(Capreolus.†274).... 274,.275n304
principle........... xxix, xxx, xxxiii, xxxv,.10,.33,.35,.36,.62-

64,.67,.68,.70,.91,.94,.116,.143,.149,.158,.162,..
167,.179,.180,.186,.192,.209,.214,.217,.221,.223,..
239,.243,.250,.252,.253,.261,.265,.271,.272,.287,..
293,.317,.321,.326,.362,.366,.370,.375,.376,.384,..

388,.392,.397,.400,.402,.427,.428,.455
Priscian..

(Latin.grammarian,.fl..5th.cent.)......371,.373-375,.459
Priscianum Maiorem................................................... 374
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Priscianus Maior.......................................................... 371
Priscianus Minor................................................. 371,.374
problem.of.universals................................................ 134
Proclus.(†485;.last.of.the..

major.Neoplatonists)......54,.107,.108,.112,.116-119,.
178,.254,.414,.426,.459,.467

proper.and.common.sensibles................................... 375
property...... 54,.74-77,.80,.143,.175,.223,.236,.240,.267,.

298,.315,.325,.335,.359,.376
propter quid.(“the.reason.why”;.

assignation.of.proper.cause)............................ 73,.189
Proslogion.(i.1077/78,.Anselm).........121-123,.125,.406
prosopography........................................................... 443
Protagoras.of.Abdera.(†414/11bc)...................... 68,.459
Protagoras.(Platonic.dialogue).................................... 453
Przywara,.Erich.(†1972).................................... 242,.459
Psalm,.Psalms.................. 122,.124,.171,.172n,.289,.291
Psalmist....................................................122n13,.123n7
pseudology................................................................... 38
pseudosophy................................................................ 38
Pseudo-Dionysius.(late.5th-early.6th.cent..ad)......37,.38,.

54,.64,.69,.105,.106,.108-112,.116-118,.126,.174,..
186,.194-196,.235,.243,.251,.293,.314,.374,.426,..

438,.441,.459,.461,.467
See breakdown und Dionysius,.the.fraudelent.above

Pseudo-Isidore.(early.9th.cent.,.2nd.quarter;.
probably.a.group).....37n69,.44n88,.45n92,.109n21,.

374,.435,.460
Pseudo-Kilwardby.(late.13th.cent..?)................. 374,.460

why.“pseudo”.is.here.inappropriate...................... 374
See rather.Kilwardby.Adscriptus

psychology...... 51,.106,.162,.225,.227,.256,.258,.266,.
297,.299,.320,.340,.378,.385,.393,.397,.411,.415,..

421,.430,.436-438,.450
Ptolemy.(†c.175;.author.of.Almagest).... 32,.172,.250,.460
Punic.(dialect).............................................................. 84
pure.relation(s)........................... 155,.358,.360,.368,.369
pure.spirits....................... 55,.65,.66,.160,.251,.340,.392
purely.objective.reality......................6n5,.8,.38n71,.425
purely.objective.relations.................................. 101,.104
purgatory............................................................. 50n108
puzzle.of.the.dice.(from.Plato).................................. 149
“pyrrhic.victory”........................................ 58,.58n5,.364
Pyrrho.(c.360-270bc;.skeptic)................................... 463

Pyrrhonism.....................................................463-464
Pyrrhus.of.Epirus.(319-272bc)................................ 58n5
Pythagoras.(†c.495bc)............................... xxiv,.137,.460
Pythagoreans............................................................. 430

— Q —

quadrivium............................................. 29,.31,.372,.466
qualities.................. xxix,.55,.59,.212,.213,.325,.341,.470
quality......72,.79,.84,.101,.103,.148,.153-155,.208,.213,.

264,.298,.328,.455
Quasten,.Johannes.(†1987)........................... 94n49,.460
quia:

demonstration.(proof.that.something.is.the.case,.
regardless.of.reason why.it.is:.“quia”.proof.
contrasted.to.proof.“propter.quid”)......187-188,.

226n168
Latin.term.used.in.a.sentence.to.express.“because”.

or.the.“reason.that”
Quinque Verba.(“The.Five.Words”),.alternate.

title.among.Latins.for.the.Isagoge.
of.Porphyry,.q.v........................................... 50,.72,.80

quinque viae.(“the.five.ways”,.i.e.,.the.proofs.of.God’s.
existence.as.sketched.in.the.Summa tehologiae.
1.2.3..of.Thomas.Aquinas)......128,.187,.188,.194,.199,.

200,.202,.210,.231,.243,.268
quo.(“that.by.which”,.contrasted.in.noetics.with.

“in.quo”.as.that.on.the.basis.of.whish”:.see..
quo/quod fallacy,.pervasive.in.Neothomism)......94,.98,.

115,.122,.125,.190,.199,.204,.206,.208,.213,.232,..
quo/quod.fallacy............................ 249n38,.313n42,.425

Also under.fallacy
quod.(“which”).... xxxvii,.55,.65,.85,.90,.92,.94,.98,.99,.115,.

126,.127,.171,.172,.181,.183,.193,.195,.197-201,..
204-206,.208-212,.229,.232-235,.243-249,.260,..
261,.265,.270,.276,.280-282,.285,.286,.290,.291,..
294,.306,.313,.319,.322,.350,.351,.382,.403,.425

— R —

Raciti,.Gaetano............................................ 195n75,.460
Radice,.Betty.............................................. 404,.434,.460
Radice.trans..and.Clanchy.ed.................... 404,.434,.460
Rahner,.SJ,.Karl.(†1984)........................... 207,.215,.459
Ramirez,.Didacus.(†1662;.first.editor.of.Poinsot).... 460
Ramirez,.J..M............................................. 277n306,.460

not.reliable.for.chronology................................... 460
Randall,.J..H..(†1980)......10n,.218n,.418,.452,.457,.460
Raposa,.Michael........................................... 366n61,.461
Rasmussen,.Douglas.B.............................. 346n118,.461
rational.animal................................................. 4,.78,.180

See also.semiotic.animal
rational.relation......................................................... 364
Rationalism.... xxvi,.xxvii,.68,.93,.117,.326,.341,.379,.449
Ratzinger,.Joseph................................. 198n81,.299,.461
Ravenna........................................................... 18,.19,.27
real.relations.............................................................. 327
realism...... xxvii,.xxx,.31,.55,.93,.121,.132,.133,.254,.258,.

324,.325,.329,.331,.346,.379,.387,.395,.400,.416,..
419,.446

reality......xxv, xxvi, xxviii, xxxiv, xxxv,.10,.38,.53,.55,.59,.
63-65,.69,.70,.88,.102,.121,.122,.127,.128,.131,..
132,.138,.139,.149,.176,.189,.190,.206,.210-212,..
217,.226,.231,.232,.241,.252-254,.260,.262,.268,..
269,.272,.273,.276,.277,.279,.285,.293,.295,.298,..

313,.323,.327,.330,.359,.363,.367,.392-397
Recared.(†601;.led.Visigoths.from.Arianism.to.

Catholic.Christianity)............................................. 24
regressus ad infinitum.................................................. 268
Reilly,.John.P.............................................. 218n140,.461
reincarnation.............................................. 11n10,.56,.59
relatio rationis.................... 6,.97,.102,.309,.359,.361,.410
relatio secundum dici...... 2,.65,.97,.98,.101,.104,.306,.357,.

363,.377
relatio secundum esse...... 2,.97,.98,.103,.104,.151,.306,.309,.

359,.361,.363,.364,.366,.375-377
relation...... xxiii, xxix, xxx, xxxii, xxxv, xxxvi, xxxviii,.2,.4-

6,.8,.16,.21,.49,.51,.55,.57,.61,.62,.67,.72,.74,.82,..
86-88,.90,.91,.93,.94,.96-104,.107,.114,.125,.131,..
133,.134,.141,.143,.146-148,.150-155,.165,.174-.
177,.192,.193,.196,.203,.210,.221,.223,.229,.230,..
232,.233,.236,.238,.239,.241,.244,.246,.247,.255,..
259-262,.264,.272,.274,.286,.295,.299-301,.305-.
309,.312-315,.317,.319,.322,.326,.327,.329,.330,..
340,.341,.350-352,.354,.357-370,.372,.375,.376,..

378-380,.382,.385-387,.391-396,.399,.400
relation.according.to.the.way..

relation.has.being...................... 2,.306,.363,.365,.368
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See further.ontological.relation.and.relatio.secundum.
esse

relation.as.such...... 2,.103,.148,.358,.366,.367,.376,.386
relations. xxiii, xxiv, xxix, xxxii, xxxviii,.2,.6,.34,.41,.54,.65,.

72,.88,.90,.98-104,.131,.133,.146,.147,.149-152,..
154,.166,.174,.175,.203,.228,.229,.235,.236,.243,..
244,.246,.252,.259,.261,.262,.264,.267-270,.286,..
300,.301,.312,.314,.315,.317,.323-328,.330,.341,..
345,.352,.354,.358-361,.363,.364,.366,.367,.369,..

370,.375-377,.379,.391-397
relations.founded.upon.relations.can.only..

occur.in.the.mind-dependent.order................ 34,.268
religious.studies................................................. 179,.304
Renaissance...... 7,.45,.46,.54,.79,.82,.83,.95,.105,.109,.

111,.117,.205,.218,.274,.278,.282,.287,.302,.307,..
320,.347,.409,.417,.418,.432,.436,.439,.445,.446,..

448,.450,.462
Renan,.Ernest.(†1892)....................................... 115,.461
Renard,.SJ,.Henri.(†1981)..................................... 2,.461
representamen.(synonym.for.sign-vehicle)...... 90,.308,.

391,.400
representation...... xxx, xxxii,.44,.93,.259,.260,.262,.295, .

328,.341,.350-352,.354,.365,.366,.368,.377,.387,..
388,.400

represign...................................................................... 72
res.cogitans................................................................ 391
Revolution...... xxxv,.3,.30,.33,.43,.56,.160,.283,.343,.361,.

380,.384,.389,.390
rhetoric......11,.29,.30,.77,.83,.89,.121,.142,.166,.167,.

187,.215,.307,.371-373,.408,.413,.414,.417,.439,..
463,.464

Rhineland.Mystics....................................................... 69
Ricciotti,.Giuseppe.(†1964)......23,.24,.39,.39n75,.428,.461
Richardson,.Ernest.Cushing.(translator).................. 488
Richardson,.John.(Kant.scholar................................ 437
Richardson,.Christine.(translator.of.Manetti.1993.... 437
Richmond,.J..A.:.see under.Martin.and.Richmond.Eds.
Ricimer.(†472;.Visigoth.general)...........................18-19
Riedlinger,.Albert.(collaborator.in..

preparation.of.Saussure.1916)............................... 461
road.of.inquiry................................................... 253,.373
Robert,.J..D....................................................... 226,.461
Roberts,.Mark........................................................ 279n1
Robert.of.Geneva.(†1394;..

Antipope.Clement.VII)..................................336-338
Roe.and.Simpson,.Eds............................................... 453
Roensch,.Frederick.J................................. 274n301,.461
Roger.Bacon:.under.Bacon,.Roger
Rolt,.Clarence.Edwin.(†1917).......108n16,.109n20,.461
Roman.Senate.............................................................. 19
Rome...... 9,.13-16,.18-20,.22,.23,.27,.32,.38-41,.43,.45-

47,.57,.58,.60,.71,.111,.112,.118,.238,.288,.332-.
337,.341,.371,.407,.417,.421,.428-430,.437,.440,..

445,.453,.458,.461,.468,.469
Romeo,.Luigi........................................... 347,.351n,.461
Romulus.Augustulus.(†i.478-478;..

last.Western.Roman.Emperor...........................19-20
Roques,.Rene.(Dionysian.scholar).................... 441,.458
Rorem,.Paul.E.................69n41,.110n24,.441,.458,.460
Roscelin.(†c.1120/25).................................130-132,.324
Rosenthal,.Robert:.under.Sebeok.and.Rosenthal.Eds.
Ross,.G..R..T..(Descartes’.translator):.under Haldane.

and.Ross.trans.
Ross,.Sir.William.David.(†1971;..

Oxford.editor.of.works.of.Aristotle)..................... 408

Rubicon........................................................................ 16
Rushdie,.Salman...... 35n64,.36,.406,.415,.434,.440,.441,.

453,.461
the.“Rushdie.affair”..

(Islamic.assassination.threates)..........................35-36
Russell,.Anthony.Francis.(†1999)...... 49n103,.243n.at.

end,.425,.461
Russell,.Bertrand.(†1970)..........xxviii,.149n20,.243,.461
Ruysbroeck,.Jan.van.(†1381)....................................... 69

— S —

Sabine.Benedictine.Monasters.challenge..
to.authenticity.to.the..
“Donation.of.Constantine”,.1105........................... 44

sacraments................................ 46,.92,.94,.245,.305,.310
“said.in.many.ways”.(basis.of.Latin.development..

of.“analogy”,.in.contrast.to.original.Greek..
basis.in.mathematics).................................... 138,.239

Salamanca.(university.founded.1218)...... 275,.407,.411,.
417,.465,.467

Salisbury,.John.of.(†1180)......50,.129,.132,.134,.437,.461
Sallust,.Prefect.(“Saturninius.Secundus.Salutias”,.

†a.375?).................................................................... 17
Salona:.see.Glycerius
Samuels,.Joel.L...................................................... 92n43
Sanskrit.(ancient.Indic.language.of..

Hinduism.and.the.Vedas)........................................ 32
Santaella,.Lucia.......................................................... 461
Santillana,.Giorgio.de.(†1974).................................. 461
Sarpi,.Paolo.(†1623).......................................... 282,.461
Saussure,.Ferdinand.de.(†1913)........ 228,.415,.423,.461
Scheck,.Thomas.P.................................. 85n12,.448,.461
Scheibler,.Christoph.(†1653).............................. 95,.461
Schillaci,.Anthony...................... 225n164,.227,.241,.461
schizophrenia............................................. 246,.248,.249
schizophrenic............................................................. 258
Schmitt,.F..S..(Anselm.expert)........................... 406,.461
Schmitz,.Heinz.R..(†1982)...... 181n,.218,.438,.442,.461
Schmitz,.Kenneth.L.......49,.203,.204n100,.218n140,.461
scholasticism... ix,.xi,.xxvii,.xxxviii,.29,.53,.101,.158,.173,.

182,.224,.256,.274,.279,.293,.302,.307,.326,.381,..
383,.384,.404,.405,.413,.418,.421,.422,.441,.460

scholastics...... vii,.49,.89,.140,.145,.148,.208,.221,.257,.
266,.268,.281,.307,.308,.310,.340,.342,.356,.380,..

382,.384
Schoonenberg,.SJ,.Piet.(†1999).......... 215,.293n43,.463
Schwyzer,.Paul:.see.Henry.and.Schwyzer,.Eds.
science...........ix-xi, xxvi-xxviii, xxix-xxxi, xxxiii-xxxix,.3,.

11-12,.14,.22,.26,.29-30,.32-33,.35,.43,.50-51,.56,..
73,.83-84,.96,.101,.105,.119,.120,.137,.164,.165,..
167,.168-169,.170,.172-173,.177,.178,.179,.180-.
182,.191,.197,.205,.209,.211,.214,.215n131,.220,..
223-224,.226,.229,.236,.241,.242n,.250,.251-253,.
256n254,.264,.265,.269,.273,.279,.283,.288,.290,.
293-296,.298,.299,.318,.319,.320n,.322n65,.331-.
337,.354,.369,.371,.372-373,.372n78,.375,.379,..
380,.381,.381n1,.382-384,.385,.390,.394,.397,..

399,.400
and.abstractive.awareness...................................... 319
and.analogy............................................ 229,.242n210
Augustinian.attitude.toward.........................xxxvi,.290

contrast.with.Aquinas................................... 290
cenoscopic.science.(science.in.the.sense..

presupposed.by.ideoscopy)............................. ix,.xi
difference.from.“common.sense”................. x,.3
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importance.of.history.to...................................xi
Peirce.and................................................. xxxviii
reason.why.prior.and.irreducible...... xxvi, xxvii,.

xxx, xxxi note 13, xxxiii, xxxiv, xxxv, xxxviii, .
294-295

relation.to.semiotics......................................... x
semiotics.as.most.basic.form.of...... xxxi.note.13,.

169n64,.279,.331,.400
Augustine.and.semiotics.................. 84,.87
dependence.of.upon..

singularity.of.relation...................... 361
comparison.with.Darwin’s.insight....... 369
and.postmodernity.in.philosophy..

(task.of.semiotics).................... 379,.397
task.of..........................................................xxxvii
theology.and................xxxiv,.12n,.181-182,.214

“Christian”.............................. 34,.178,.180,.182,.220
“common.sense”.and.......... ix-x, xxix, xxxviii, xxxix,.3,.

224n159
concern.of.(first.question..

that.must.be.addressed)............................ 209,.211
contrast.with.mysticism.......................................... 60
and.creation,.doctrine.of....................................... 205
dogma,.distinction.from.....................180n29.in finem
speculative.and.practical.distinction..... 159,.182,.226
at.end.of.Latin.Age................................................ 120
and.faith,.difference.from...................................... 299
and.founding.of.universities...........................178-179
ground.of.distinction.between..

cenoscopy.and.ideoscopy.............xxxi, xxxi note.12
anticipation.of.distinction.in.Latin.Age.

doctrina/scientia.terminology...... xxxi.note.13,.
30,.180n29,.381n1

illustrative.examples...................................... xxxi
note.on.spelling.variants..................xxxi.note.13
and.reason.for.this.book............. xxxix,.105,.399
treatment.in.Maritain.only.implicit......... 96,.

215n131,.224n159
history.of.in.relation.to.Islam........................... 33,.35
ideoscopic.science..

(science.in.the.modern.sense)..........................ix, xi
antinomic.relation.with.modern.philosophy.

(“epistemology”)......26,.43n87,.105,.294,.295,.
379-380,.390

common.ground.with.cenoscopy..................xxiv
Enlightenment.notion.of.......... xxx, xxxviii,.283,.

294,.296
historical.origin.of........................................ 294
as.inevitable.outgrowth.of.maturation.of.

cenoscopy...... xxvii, xxvix-xxx,.3,.50-51,.83n, .
105,.269,.273,.384

Albert.the.Great,.role.of......173,.293,.381,.
382

Aquinas,.view.of............293-294,.296,.382
authorities,.misguided..

interferences.in........................ 294,.384
abstraction.and.(Peirce).........................318-319

of.language.......................................29,.371,.372-376
Poinsot’s.view.concening................ 372,.372n78

See also scientiae.sermocinales
logic.as.a.form.of,.how.distinguished................... 101

advance.in.Locke..........................169n64,.170n
medieval.vis-à-vis.modern.notion.of.....................xxx
and.metaphor.of.Jekyll.(modern.science)..

and.Hyde.(modern.philosophy)................ 333,.379

See further.cenoscopic,.ideoscopic,.and.
cenoscopy,.ideoscopy

metaphysics.as................191,.223-224,.241,.196,.382
neglect.of.in.Neoplatonism......56.epigram,.119.epi-

gram,.137
origin.of,.and.why.initially.cenoscopic............... xxxiii

bearing.on.notion.of..
“medieval.philosophy”................... xxxiii,.273

Enlightenment.error..
regarding...........................................xxx

main.reason.for.study.of..
medieval.period.............................. xxxiv

missing.the.forest.for.the.trees..
(Jones)............................................. xxxiv

original.“scheme.of.sciences”..
(Aristotle.and.Stoics)............................30,.159-169

reconciliation.in.Locke’s..
proposal.of.semiotics.......................... 169n64

postmodern.intellectual.culture.requires.explicit.
recognition.of.both.cenoscopy.and.ideoscopy....xxvii

and.psychology...............................256n254,.266-267
and.quantum.indeterminacy................................. 252
religion.and........................xxxiii-xxxiv,.197,.214,.298

fundamentalist.attitude.within..................... 288
launching.of.Neothomism..

(the.“second.Thomism”).......................... 295
updating.in.Gredt.............................. 320n

semiotic.revolution.and.......................xxxv, xxxix,.250
presupposes.awareness.of.being.in.species-

specifically.human.sense............253,.264-265
undermines.“Analytic.philosophy”..

by.exposing.fallacy.of.“linguistic.turn”.
(Todorov)............................................ 322n65

sociological.effect.political.events.can.produce.in....332
terminology.for.cenoscopic/ideoscopic..

distinction,.origin.of......................................... xxxi
terminology,.importance.of.to..

(Peirce).............................................. 224n160,.236
the.“Trivia”.and....................................................... 29

as.“Way.of.Things”............................ 43,.43n87
incompatible.with..

Kantian.epistemology...................... 384
sciences......xxxi, xxxiv, xxxv,.30,.35,.43,.50,.96,.120,.159,.

164,.167-169,.173,.180,.182,.224,.226,.227,.318,..
319,.354,.372,.373,.415,.423,.426,.430,.431,.437,..

444,.450,.463,.464,.466,.467,.469,.470
scientia........... xxv, xxvi, xxx, xxxi,.29,.180-182,.206,.220,.

223,.232,.245,.246,.261,.270,.282,.294,.371-376,..
381,.382,.404,.410,.411,.437,.438,.447,.456

See mainly science.with subentries
scientiae sermocinales.............................................. 29,.371
Scot.Érigène.(†c.877)................................ 417,.437,.432

See further under.Scotus.Erigena
Scotist.school............................................................. 378
Scotists............................................................... 314,.360
Scott-Moncrieff,.C..K...

(†1930;.Abaelard-Heloise.letters)......................... 463
Scotus,.Joannes.Duns.(†1308)...... 49,.69,.71,.93,.105,.

111-116,.129,.136,.183,.237,.241,.302,.314-316,..
320-325,.329,.330,.339,.340,.344,.345,.348,.350,..
352,.358,.366,.367,.372,.390,.400,.417,.428,.462,..

465,.469,.473
Scotus.Erigena,.John.(†c.877)...... 69,.105,.111-116,.129,.

463,.469
See also.Eriugena.and.Erigène
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scripture...... 44,.85,.92,.94,.107,.123,.179,.180,.185,.215,.
289,.294,.304,.305,.310,.383,.430

scriptures........ 33,.91,.136,.203,.214,.220,.243,.250,.279
scrolls........................................................................... 85
Scruton,.Roger.................................................. 354,.463
Sebeok,.Thomas.Albert.(†2001)........ xxxv,.53,.59,.217, .

228,.263,.277,.347,.376,.381,.389,.397,.419,.421-.
425,.463,.464,.472

Sebeok.and.Rosenthal,.Eds........................... 389n6,.463
Sechehaye,.Albert.(†1946;.collaborator..

in.preparation.of.Saussure.1916).......................... 461
second.florescence.of.nominalism..............131n7,.324ff.
second.intention(s).............................................267-269
secondary.matter.(matter.as.accessible.to.sense)......2,.

99n65,.148,.215,.261-262,.300
Contrast with primary.matter.and prime.matter.
as intelligible only, i.e., directly knowable only by 
understanding
Secondness............................................ 363,.395,.397

secrets.of.the.heart..................................................... 218
secundum dici...... 2,.65,.97,.98,.101,.103,.104,.306,.357,.

359,.361-363,.366,.377
secundum esse...... 2,.65,.97-99,.103,.104,.151,.212,.235,.

306,.309,.359,.361-364,.366,.369,.375-377
self-reflection............................................................. 216
self-reflective.............................................................. 216
self-representation...... 262,.328,.341,.350-352,.365,.366,.

387
semantic....................................... 48,.241,.412,.435,.467
semeia........................................................................ 343
sêmeia........................................................................ 355
semioethics........................................................ 118,.453
semioetica..................................................................... 453
semiology.............................................228n173,.353n22
semiosis....... x, xxvi, xxvii, xxxix,.33,.34,.37,.66,.90,.193, .

221,.265,.313,.321,.364,.366,.388,.391,.393,.395,..
400,.423,.424,.460

anthroposemiosis......................... xxxix,.252,.262,.423
physiosemiosis....................................................... 424
phytosemiosis.................................................... 348n6
zoösemiosis............................................ xxxi,.250,.348
See also.action.of.signs.(synonym)

semiotic.........x, xi, xxvii, xxxi, xxxv,.3,.6,.29,.51,.59,.65, .
82,.86,.87,.90,.92,.93,.95,.97,.98,.116,.131,.134,..
135,.141,.169,.170,.174,.175,.217,.221,.228,.241,..
244,.246,.248-250,.262,.264,.265,.303,.305,.308,..
310,.312,.315,.316,.318-322,.327,.329,.331,.332,..
336,.339,.340,.343,.345-347,.350,.353-355,.357,..
362-365,.367,.369-372,.375-380,.383,.384,.386,..
387,.391,.393-397,.399,.400,.402,.409,.423,.416,..
419,.421-427,.429,.432,.433,.435,.441,.445,.446,..

449-451,.453,.456,.458,.460-463,.468,.471
semiotic.animal.................................................. 391,.425
semiotic.consciousness.... xxvii,.6,.86n16,.90n33,.98,.250,.

343,.371n75,.372,.378-380,.386,.394-395
semiotic.web...................................................... 321,.423
Semiotica....................217,.376,.400,.409,.421-424,.462
semiótica............................................................ 422,.424
semiotics....... xi, xxxi,.51,.59,.87,.93,.97,.131,.169,.170, .

262,.305,.308,.318,.322,.327,.331,.332,.343,.345,..
347,.353,.357,.370,.377-379,.383,.384,.387,.394,..
396,.397,.399,.400,.402,.416,.419,.421-426,.429,..
432,.433,.441,.445,.450,.451,.453,.458,.460-463,..

471
sémiotique.......................................................... 422,.468

sensation...... xxiii, xxviii-xxx, xxxii,.33,.93,.97,.128,.246,.
253,.257-263,.266,.271,.295,.316,.317,.323,.324,..

341,.342,.367,.379,.388,.389,.391,.393,.400
sense.and.understanding............................................ 367
sensible.matter:.under.secondary.matter
sentire.(sensation).xxiv, xxxii, xxxiii,.259,.261,.262,.295,.388
separable.substances.................................................. 251
separation......12,.17,.26,.36,.44,.45,.48,.59,.142,.224,.
227,.241,.292,.297,.461

Neoplatonic.separation.of.inner.from.outer.......... 59
of.idea.of.sin.from.human.good............................ 292
separation.of.Latin.West..

from.Greek.East...........................12,.17-18,.26,.45
separation.of.Church.and.State.......... 26,.36,.44,.297

séparation................................................................... 431
Sermocinales................................................................ 373
Sertillanges,.A.-D..(†1948).................................. 70,.464
Severus,.Libius.(†465)................................................. 18
Severus.of.Antioch.(†538)......................................... 466
Seville........................................... 28,.30,.31,.34,.94,.381
Sextus.Empiricus.(†c.225)....168n62,.444,.458,.464-465
Shank,.Gary............................................................... 465
Shanley,.OP,.Brian.J..(on.“Analytical.Thomism”).... 466
Shils,.Edward.Albert.(†1995):.see.Parsons.and.Shils,.

Eds.
Shircel,.Cyril.L.......................................... 236n193,.466
Siebeck,.Cyril.L..(†1921).................... 114,.115n47,.466
Siger.of.Brabant.(†i.1281-1284).... 220,.220n46,.426,.466
sign.as.a.“con.stantly.alive,.burning.and..

inevitable.problem”.(Beuchot)......95,.150,.277,.302,.
344,.353,.356,.377

sign.function.............................................................. 329
sign.vehicle................................................ 368,.369,.400

See also representamen
signa naturalia............................................................ 349
signatum....................................................... 90,.248,.368
significare............................................ 134,.193,.342,.350
significare formaliter.................................................... 342
significate......87,.93,.133,.305,.308,.312,.313,.321,.365,.
366,.368,.369,.386,.391,.400
signification...... 85,.92,.123,.130,.134,.193,.199,.234,.244,.

248,.250,.309,.312,.321-323,.328,.340,.341,.345,..
350-352,.354,.361,.365-369,.377,.379,.391

significatum..................................................... 65,.98,.212
signified......90,.93,.94,.133,.192,.193,.199,.201,.230,.231,.

245,.246,.248,.308,.309,.312,.313,.316,.321,.322,..
327,.348,.349,.351,.357,.359,.365-370,.375,.385,..

386,.400
significate......87,.90n35,.93n48,.133,.305,.308n25,.312-

313,.321,.341,.365-366,.365nn56&60,.367,.368n69,..
386,.391,.400

Synonym for.object,.q.v.
signum...... 73,.84,.85,.87,.89,.92,.94,.102,.133,.233,.244-

246,.248-250,.253,.278,.303,.306,.307,.314,.316,..
327,.331,.332,.342-353,.355,.357,.362,.363,.369,..

375,.377
signum ad placitum...................................................... 306
signum formale.................................................... 342,.343
signum instrumentale............................................342-344
signum naturale..................................................... 87,.306
sign-relation............................................... 308,.368,.376
sign-vehicle....93,.312,.320,.340,.357,.366-369,.386,.391
sign-vehicles................................. 90,.165,.309,.367,.391
Sikes,.J..G.................................................... 129n28,.466
Silvester.I,.Pope.(†335)................................... 23,.39,.44
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Simon,.Yves.R..(†1961).........71n47,.224n159,.443,.466
Simonin,.Henri-Dominique...................................... 466
Simpkins,.Scott.(co-editor)............................... 424,.458
Simpson,.George.Gaylord.(†1984;.biologist):.under.

Roe.and.Simpson,.Eds.
sin......xxxvii,.87,.106n7,.171,.171n3,.184n41.291,.292,.423

most.basic.notion:.action.contary..
to.the.human.good..........................xxxvii,.171,.291

separation.of.theological.notion.from..
basic.notion.a.major.source.of.evil................... 292

theological.notion.of.as.“offense.against.God”..
not.by.itself.sufficient.................... 171,.171n3,.291

original.sin.....................................87,.106n7,.184n41
single-issue.Thomism................................................ 273
Sirmium.(city.of.ancient.Roman.Pannonia,.today.

Serbian.city.of.Sremska.Mitrovica)................... 13,.16
skeptic........................................ 168,.310,.384,.463,.464
skepticism.................................................. 310,.384,.463
Smith,.Norman.Kemp..

(†1958;.major.Kant.scholar)................. 408,.437,.466
socially.constructed.................xxviii,.xxxv,.392,.393,.397
socially.constructed.reality................................ xxvi, 392
Socrates.(†399bc)........................... 59,.129n27,.137,.453
solecisms.................................................................... 371
Solesmes.(Abbaye.Saint-Pierre.de.Solesmes,..

location.where.Dom.Boissard.edited.his..
partially.completed.critical.edition.of.Poinsot’s.
Cursus Theologicus)......... 320,.439,.456,.457,.459,.466

solipsism.........................................xxviii,.xxxiv,.274,.294
solipsistic............................................. xxvii,.93,.333,.400
Sommervogel,.Carlos.(†1902)..................... 355n28,.466
sophist........................................................................ 453
sophistic.......... xxvi,.73,.74,.83,.105,.120,.132,.133,.139,.

165,.167,.324,.372,.414,.453
sophistic.argument.................................................... 167
Soto,.Dominic.(†1560)......273,.275,.302,.342,.344-348,.

365,.367,.368,.409,.412,.446,.466
soul...... 16,.28,.56,.57,.59,.62,.67,.69,.89-91,.94,.117,.121,.

127,.133,.162,.167,.191,.194,.215-219,.221,.225,..
227,.238,.251,.256,.263,.271,.287,.290,.293,.299,..
300,.319,.322,.327,.340,.342,.355,.360,.375,.408,..

420,.454,.455,.461
Southern,.Richard.William..

(†2001)....................... 31-32,.32n59,.106,.304n5,.466
Sozomen,.Salamon.Hermias.(†c.450ad)....... 23n33,.466
space...... xxxii,.45,.85,.138-140,.142,.144,.146,.147,.156,.

170,.173,.176,.188,.201,.215,.216,.262,.263,.283,..
287,.338

Spain...... 13,.20,.24,.26,.30-32,.42,.51,.131,.135,.172,.
184,.214,.345,.399,.425,.456,.457,.470

species....... xxiii-xxv, xxx-xxxvi,.9,.10,.31,.37,.49,.50,.54,.
55,.57,.59,.62,.66,.74-80,.84,.87,.93,.94,.112,.130,..
148,.158,.159,.166,.170,.217,.221,.223,.229,.243,..
249,.251,.253,.254,.257-259,.263,.264,.266,.267,..
285,.292,.293,.313,.316,.331,.340,.348,.352,.363,..

387,.389-391,.404
Bear in mind difference between “species” as term for 
natural kinds and “species” as term for specifying forms, 
whether impressed or expressed.(see.Deely.2007.for.
detailed.thematic.treatment)

species expressa.(“id.in.quo”,.“that.on.the.basis.of.
which”,.concept.or.percept.in.awareness)...... 55n,.

93n47,.249,.249n238,.258,.261,.263,.340,.387-388,..
390

species impressa.(“id.quo”,.“that.by.which”,.the.

stimulus.for.any.given.awarenss)......93n47,.257n260,.
263,.316,.390

species-specific..... xxiii-xxv,.xxxii-xxxvi,.9,.10,.31,.55,.57,.
62,.166,.170,.217,.221,.253,.254,.259,.263,.264,..

266,.292,.313,.340,.389
species-specifically.... xxiv, xxxii-xxxvi,.9,.10,.55,.62,.166,.

170,.217,.221,.253,.259,.263,.264,.266,.292,.313,..
340,.389

specification................. 66,.131,.141,.205,.257,.261,.277
specificative........................................ 140,.141,.177,.390
speech................... 88,.167,.263,.298,.352,.371,.415,.462
Spielberg,.Steven................................................. 130n33
Spinks,.C..W..(“Bill”):.see.Spinks.and.Deely,.Eds.
Spinks.and.Deely,.Eds............................... 423,.424,.458
Spinoza,.Baruch.(“Benedict.de”;.†1677)......114nn44&46,.

318,.420,.466,.470
spirit...... 21,.26,.31,.37,.113,.176,.179,.183,.214,.251-253,.

293,.298,.300,.301,.303,.339,.374,.382,.452,.455,.
.459,.463

See also.angels
spirits............ 55,.56,.63,.65,.66,.160,.176,.251,.340,.392
spiritual...... xxvi, xxix,.20,.21,.44,.59,.64-67,.78,.79,.90, .

106,.117,.179,.202,.208,.218,.223,.225,.227,.231,..
241,.251,.261,.276,.280,.281,.286,.287,.290,.293,..

299,.320
spiritual.being............................xxix,.286,.290,.299,.320
Sprenger,.Jacob.(†1494):.see.Kramer.and.Sprenger
St..Augustine..

(†430ad).................. 178n25,.354,.443,.467,.469,.472
More generally, see.Augustine
St..Sophia.(former.patriarchal.basilica.of.Eastern.

Christian.church;.converted.to.a.mosque..
1453-1934;.today.a.museum)............................ 42,.46

St..Thomas...... 52,.107,.125,.179,.180,.182,.191-198,.203,.
208,.211,.220,.228-230,.233,.237,.238,.241-243,..
246,.248,.275-277,.295,.306,.315,.404,.413,.415,..

418,.424,.433,.434,.438,.444,.449,.457
Main entry is under Aquinas,.q.v.

St..Victor,.Hugh.of.(†1141)................................. 31,.436
St..Victor,.Abbey.of....................................... 31n57,.132
Stageirus.(settlement.in.Thrace,..

birthplace.of.Aristotle).................................... 164n51
Stagirite.(used.as.name.for.Aristotle)......107,.164,.164n51,.

175,.215
Stahl,.Johnson.and.Burge.................................. 417,.467
Stahl,.William.Harris.(†1969):.see.Stahl,.Johnson,.and.

Burge
Starry Messenger.(1610,.Galileo)................................ 430
starting.point.of.metaphysics.........191,.223ff.,.418,.461
States-General........................................................... 334
Steele,.Robert.(editor.of.Roger.Bacon.work)........... 411
Stegmuller,.Friedrich.(†1981)............. 355nn27-28,.467
Stevenson,.Robert.Louis.(†1894;.suggestive.source.of.

Dr..Jekyll.as.metaphor.for.modern.science.vis-à-vis.
Mr..Hyde.as.metaphor.for.modern.philosophy)....467

Stiglmayr,.Joseph.(†1934)......107-109,.107nn11-12,.
108n18,.109nn19121,.117,.196,.467

Stimson,.Dorothy.(†1988)......................................... 467
stimulus.........................................................22,.256-259

See also.species.impressa
stipulated.sign.....................................................xxiv,.306
Stock,.Brian.........................................84n7,.85n10,.467
Stock,.St..George....................................................... 467
Stoic...... 30,.57,.86,.87,.95,.137,.164,.167-170,.182,.201,.

372,.375,.419,.465,.468
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Stoics...........................30,.57,.87,.95,.164,.167-170,.465
Stoothoff,.Robert....................................................... 426

See further.Cottingham,.Stoothoff,.and.Murdoch
Strabo.(†c.24ad;.Greek.historian)......................... 7,.468
Strasser,.Stephen................................ 272,.272n297,.468
studies...... v,.11,.30,.49,.53,.66,.94,.111,.124,.142,.148,.

170,.174,.179,.180,.237,.249,.304,.315,.342,.344,..
348,.409,.413,.415-418,.420,.424,.426,.429,.432,..
435,.436,.441,.444-446,.449,.450,.452,.457,.462,..

467-470
suadisign.................................................................... 165
Suárez,.SJ,.Francis.(†1617)......50-52,.51n113&115,.

52n116,.223,.275,.304,.323,.351,.354,.407,.427,..
429,.458,.468,.471

subject...... xxviii,.5,.22,.23,.30,.31,.50,.55,.65,.66,.68,.72-
74,.78,.84,.89,.94,.96,.101,.112,.126,.127,.133..
148-152,.155,.157,.160,.164-166,.168-170,.173,..
178,.180,.182,.184,.187,.189-191,.194,.201,.203,..
214,.215,.218,.219,.223-226,.237,.240,.241,.252,..
255,.259,.261,.265,.267,.268,.272,.277,.279,.282,..
284,.313,.325,.328,.329,.331,.334,.335,.339,.356,..
357,.360,.363,.364,.385,.392,.396,.406,.428,.435,..

457
subjective...... xxix, xxxii, xxxviii,.5,.55,.91,.93,.94,.98,.99,.

101,.103,.104,.133,.134,.148-153,.155,.158,.159,..
162,.192,.193,.206,.253,.260-263,.268,.269,.307,..
308,.317,.324-327,.330,.340,.351,.352,.358-361,..

363-369,.375,.377,.389,.391,.393-396,.400
subjectivity......xxxviii,.5,.69,.98,.99,.128,.131,.151-155,.

175,.259,.260,.266,.272,.300,.309,.314,.325-327,..
340,.343,.357-360,.363,.364,.366,.367,.369,.370,..

372,.391,.393-395
subsist................................................................. 215,.255
subsistence......................................................... 243,.395
subsists....................................................................... 208
substance...... 6,.24,.41,.50,.55,.61,.65-67,.69-72,.74,.75,.

77-80,.96,.97,.99-101,.103,.104,.118,.133,.141,..
143-145,.147,.148,.150-157,.159-161,.169,.175,..
193,.199,.200,.203,.208,.209,.215,.217-219,.221,..
228,.251,.252,.262,.276,.286,.300,.307,.312,.319,..

359,.360,.395,.418,.420,.455
Sullivan,.OP,.John.Edward.(†1981).............. 95n53,.468
Sultan.of.Turkey.Mohammed.II.(†1481).................... 47
supposit...................................................................... 218
suprasubjective... xxxii, xxxviii,.98,.99,.104,.148,.151-153,.

155,.193,.261,.262,.307,.308,.326,.330,.340,.351,..
352,.358-361,.363,.365-369,..

391,.394-396,.400
suprasubjectivity........ 131,.152,.300,.327,.359,.363,.366
Suso,.OP,.Henry.(†1365)............................................. 69
Sweden......................................................................... 43
Sweeney,.SJ,.Leo.(†2001)...............................61-64,.468
symbol.................................... 24,.27,.299,.343,.355,.468
symbola.............................................................. 343,.355
Symonds,.John.Addington..

(†1893;.study.of.Greek.poets)............................... 468
symptom................................................................ 35,.87
symptoms............................................. 87,.343,.353,.355
synecdoche........................................................... 27,.375
Syria......................................... 16,.31,.32,.108,.115,.119
Syriac................................................................... 32,.115

— T —

Tachau,.Katherine.H.......48,.49n102,.316,.316n50,.468
Tannenbaum,.Amie.Goodman..

(translator.of.Pierre.Bayle).................................... 411
Tao Te Ching.(compiled.i.550–399bc)............ 11n10,.205
Taoism.......................................................... 70,.206,.213
Tatakis,.Basile.N..(†1987).............................. 22n29,.468
Tauler,.John.(†1361).................................................... 69
Taylor,.Henry.Osborn.(†1941)............................ 20,.468
Taylor,.Richard.C.:.see.Guagliardo,.Hess,.and.Taylor
Teilhard.de.Chardin,.Pierre.(†1959)...... 8n10,.293,.309n,.

420,.468
teleology...................................................... 39,.141,.142
teleonomy.......................................................... 141,.190
telepathy.................................................................... 321
Teresa.of.Avila.(†1582)........................................ 69,.275
terminology...... v,.5,.6,.11,.33,.49,.57,.73,.96,.97,.101,.

102,.114,.115,.141,.161,.165,.188,.225-227,.239,..
256,.259,.274,.306-310,.315,.316,.318,.328-332,..
336,.339-343,.345,.346,.348-350,.352,.353,.363,..

367,.379,.382,.387,.388,.390,.395,.399
terminus...... xxvii, xxx,.21,.103,.151,.260,.261,.308,.309,.

322,.326,.365-370
terrestrial.matter................................ 157,.158,.177,.188
Thales.(†c.546bc;.first.philosopher.of.record). 139,.468
that.on.the.basis.of.which............................................ 94

See further.species.expressae
Thatcher.and.McNeal......................... 334n90,.414,.468
the.Commentator..

(Latin.name.for.Averroes)....................... 81,.195,.427
The Cure.(1020/27;.Averroes).................................... 410
the.Philosopher..

(Latin.name.for.Aristotle).......... ix,.88,.119,.203,.240,.
253,.255,.273,.355

Theoctistus.(†451ad)........................................... 371n77
Theodoric.the.Ostogoth.King..

(†526ad;.executed.Boethius)..................18,.27-29,.95
Theodosian.Code.................................. 25n43,.453,.468
Theodosius.I.(†395ad).................................. 17,.25,.416
theology...... v,.xxxiv, xxxv,.11,.12,.20-22,.24,.32,.34,.37,.

47,.50,.51,.71,.84,.86,.94,.95,.107-109,.112,.116-.
118,.120,.121,.136,.160,.172,.176,.178-183,.186,..
187,.196,.198,.214,.215,.219,.220,.228,.237,.239,..
251,.255,.275,.304,.305,.312,.332,.335,.372,.373,..

383,.411,.426,.434,.439,.452,.456-460
Theophilus.of.Antioch..

(Patriarch;.†i.185-191?).................... 25n42,.432,.468
Theophrastus.(†c.287bc;.Aristotle’s.

student.and.successor.in.the.Lyceum).................. 160
thing...... ix, xxviii,.32,.33,.49,.57,.62,.64,.66,.68,.70,.73, .

74,.88,.91,.92,.97,.98,.100,.105,.107,.109,.114,..
122-124,.133,.134,.138,.143,.144,.146-151,.158,..
159,.163,.164,.167,.177,.178,.188,.195,.198-200,..
203,.204,.206,.208,.209,.211,.212,.214,.225,.229-.
231,.234,.240,.241,.245,.247,.248,.252,.260-262,..
266,.268,.272,.276,.281,.288,.290,.297,.299,.312-.
318,.321,.322,.327-329,.331,.349,.350,.359,.363,..

365-367,.374,.385,.386,.388,.400
things.in.themselves.......................... 151,.152,.384,.386
Thirdness................................................................... 397
Thomas.de.S..Germano.(fl..late.15th.cent.)....... 274,.417
Thomism......174,.226,.243,.254,.273,.274,.276,.277,.

415,.418,.444
Thomistic......... xxix,.52,.66,.70,.97,.197,.198,.207,.208, .

215,.224-226,.231,.236,.240,.241,.254,.274-276,..
316,.320,.372,.376,.406,.415,.419,.424,.432,.438,..

449,.456,.458,.460
Thomistic.revival................................. 52,.207,.254n248
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See also.Neothomism
Thomistic.thought............................................ 225,.226
Thomists......184,.190,.205,.207,.212,.243,.254,.276,.314,.

360,.404
Thorburn,.William..

(on.myth.of.“Ockham’s.Razor”)............ 258n264,.468
Thorndike,.Lynn.(†1965).................................. 115,.469
Thrace.................................................................. 13,.164
three.degrees.of.abstraction...................................... 227
Timaeus.(Plato’s.dialogue)............ 45,.59,.64,.67n31,.453
Times Literary Supplement.(Poinsot.TDS.review)..... 434
Timpler,.Clemens.(†1624).......................... 95,.438,.469
Tixeront,.Joseph.(†1925)............................... 94n50,.469
Todorov,.Tzvetan......38n73,.89,.274n301,.322n65,.469
Toledo.......................................................................... 26
toleration..................................................................... 14
Tornay,.Stephen.C..(†1963)...................... 258n264,.469
Torrell,.OP,.Jean-Pierre......117,.131n38,.174,.179n28,.

184n40,.223n155,.406,.469
Trabant,.Jürgen:.see.Eschbach.and.Trabant,.Eds.
transcendental.relation......2,.65,.98-101,.102,.104,.203,.

221,.306,.340,.358,.359,.363,.365,.369
See.forensics

transcendental.relative....... 161,.203,.212,.362,.363,.366
See.forensics

transcendentalia........................................... 175,.192,.359
transcendentals......174,.175,.224,.242,.253,.272,.359,.

404,.471
transmigration....................................................... 56,.59
Tree.of.Porphyry....................................... 54,.55,.71,.87

See also Isagoge
Trendelenburg,.F..A..(†1872)........................ 99n56,.469
Trent...................................................... 44,.45,.282,.335
triad.............................................. 25,.143,.320,.375,.386
triadic... xxxviii,.90,.93,.98,.154,.192,.262,.309,.312,.326,.

363-366,.368,.375,.376,.378,.385,.386,.391,.396,..
425,.462

triadic.relation.................... xxxviii,.90,.93,.98,.326,.365,.
366,.378,.385,.386,.391

triadicity............................................................. 376,.396
Trinity............. 14,.25,.48,.49,.61,.90,.96,.131,.132,.219,.

281,.286,.292,.300,.372,.376,.395,.442
trireme................................................................... 63,.68
Trithemius,.Johannes.(†1516;.on.the.c.877.

assassination.of.Scotus.Erigena)............. 113n38,.469
trivium........................................... 29,.31,.371,.372,.461
tropes......................................................................... 371
truth..... xxxi,.xxxiii,.xxxvi-xxxviii,.10,.15,.17,.20,.21,.28,.33,.

38,.68,.89,.106,.108,.118,.121,.123,.143,.145,.149,..
163,.165,.175,.177,.181,.184,.192,.194,.196,.198,..
205,.206,.208,.210,.212,.214,.220,.230,.231,.233,..
235,.238,.241-243,.246,.249,.264,.268,.283,.284,..
292,.296,.298,.302,.305,.307,.319,.331,.347,.348,..
351,.354,.355,.365,.377,.380,.383,.389,.396,.426,..

436,.445,.458,.463
Turkey............................................................ 13,.47,.221
Turnbull,.Grace.H..(1976).................... 61n13,.436,.469
twilight......................................... 54,.120,.228,.323,.425

— U —

Uccelli,.Pietro.A..(†1880).................. 226,.226n166,.469
Uexküll:.under.von.Uexküll
Uhlfelder,.Myra.I......................... 112n35,.457,.462,.469
Ullmann,.Walter.(†1983).39,.39n77,.41n82,.44n88,.469
Umiker-Sebeok,.Jean................................. 389,.423,.463

Umwelt.(generically.animal.objective.world)......9,.10,.
21,.38,.59,.62,.166,.175,.188,.228,.240,.241,.250,..
253,.258,.259,.263,.264,.266,.269,.272,.313,.317,..

322,.345,.347,.348,.373,.390,.393,.394,.424
See also.Lebenswelt.(=.species-specificaly.human.
Umwelt)

understanding...... xxv, xxvii, xxix, xxx, xxxiv-xxxvii, xxxix,.
8,.10,.11,.25,.29-31,.35,.49,.52,.53,.55-62,.65,..
69,.71,.74,.75,.81,.82,.87,.88,.92,.93,.96-98,.101,..
105,.113,.120-123,.126-128,.131,.132,.134,.135,..
137,.138,.151,.152,.155,.159,.166,.167,.169,.172,..
174,.175,.177-182,.184,.186,.189,.192-202,.205,..
207-210,.212,.214-217,.219,.223-225,.228,.229,..
231,.233,.235,.236,.241-243,.246-249,.252,.253,..
259,.262-267,.269-273,.275,.279,.284,.285,.287,..
290,.291,.294,.298,.300,.304,.306,.308,.311-313,..
316-319,.321,.322,.327,.328,.332,.340,.341,.345,..
346,.348,.349,.355,.356,.363,.367,.370,.373,.375,..
376,.378-384,.389-394,.396,.397,.399,.400,.402,..

418,.424,.440,.465
United.States............................................................. 207
universal........ xxv,.19,.33,.36,.66,.82,.88,.121,.124,.130,.

132,.196,.206,.210,.228,.270,.275,.313,.324,.346,..
402,.441,.456

universals................81,.82,.121,.128,.130-132,.134,.346
University.of.Graz............................................. 349,.414
unknowability............................................................ 231
unknowable..........xxviii,.64,.145,.191,.193,.326,.384,.416
Unmoved.Mover...... 161,.162,.189,.191,.192,.200-202,.

225,.227
See also.God

unreal.relations.................................................. 269,.370
Upanishads.(i.800–500bc;.the.Hindu.scriptures,.

core.teachings.of.Vedanta)..................11n10,.108n16
Urban.V,.Pope.(†1370)...................................... 335,.337
Urban.VI,.Pope.(†1389).....................................336-338
Usener,.Hermann.(†1905;.editor.of.Epicurus.texts)....469

— V —

Valentinian.(†375ad)............................................. 17,.18
Valentinian.II.(†392).................................................... 17
Valentinian.III.(†455).................................................. 18
Valla,.Lorenzo.(†1457)........45,.47,.47n95,.109n20,.418
vampire...................................................................... 377
van.den.Bergh,.Simon.(Averroes.scholar)................. 410
Van.Fleteren,.Frederick......................... 106,.106n6,.470
van.Riet,.Simone.(Avicenna.scholar)................. 405,.411
Vandals.(East.Germanic.tribe,..

sacked.Rome.455ad)......................................... 18,.24
Vandals......................................................................... 20
Vatican...... 26,.44,.108,.279,.282,.289,.332,.334,.336,.3

38,.383,.428,.440,.460
Vatican.Council.II..

(October.1962-1965.November).... 279,.338,.338n97
Vedas.(i.1000–500bc;.oldest.scriptures.of.Hinduism)....11
vegetarian................................................................... 162
verbum.......................... 90,.247,.248,.250,.281,.310,.363
veritatis, fundamentum inconcussum.............................. 45
Vicar.of.Christ.(title.of.Popes).................................... 40
Vico,.Giambattista.(†1744)....................................... 429
Victorinus,.Marius.(†c.363)....................................... 413
Vienna.................................................................. 27,.356
Villien,.Antoine.(†1043)..............44n89,.45,.45n92,.470
Villoslada,.SJ,.Ricardo.G........................... 342n112,.470
Vincent.Ferrer,.OP.(†1419)...................................... 338
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Visigoths.(East.Germanic.tribe,..
sacked.Rome.in.410ad)............................... 18,.20,.24

Vitoria,.Francisco.de.(†1536)...................... 51,.275,.469
Vogt,.Joseph.(†1986)..................................... 19n19,.470
Voigt,.Vilmos.(co-editor)................................... 423,.463
von.Uexküll,.Jakob.(†1944)......... 59,.142,.424,.469,.470
Vulgate.(Latin.version.of.bible.

created.by.Jerome.†420)................................. 371n76
Vyatcheslav,.Ivanov.................................................... 470

— W —

Wallace,.William......11n10,.51n109,.173,.173nn6&9,.
469,.470,.471

Wallace.and.Edwards,.Eds........................................ 471
Walter,.Martin..................................... 52,.425,.456,.471
war:.see.holy.war,.just.war
Way.of.Ideas......................xxvii, xxviii, xxxiv, xxxviii,.43,.

52,.53,.106,.273,.390
Way.of.Signs......... xxvii-xxix, xxxv, xxxviii, xxxix,.52,.53,.

106,.323,.343,.344,.355,.384,.390,.394,.396
web....................xxiii, xxxii,.246,.289,.321,.417,.423,.434

semiotic.web............................................ 321322,.423
Weijers,.Olga.................................114n43,.115n49,.471
Weinberg,.Julius.(†1971)............................. 103n76,.471
Weisheipl,.OP,.James.Athanasius.(†1984)......... 96,.173,.

173n8,.238,.274n301,.373n80,.406,.469,.471
Weiss,.Paul.(†2002;..

editor.of.Peirce’s.Collected Papers)......................... 449
Welby,.Victoria.Lady.(†1912)....................... 90n35,.451
Wells,.Norman.J........................................................ 471
Wentz,.Abdel.Ross.(translator)................................. 441
Wertheimer,.Max.(†1943)................. 259,.259n265,.47a
West,.separation.from.Greek.East.............12,.17-18,.26
Whately,.Richard.(†1863)......................................... 472
Whitehead,.Alfred.North.(†1947)......137,.137n1,.149n20,.

472

William.of.Champeaux.(†1157)................ 31n,.132,.324
William.of.Conches.(†1154)....................... 113,.129n27
Williams,.Schafer.(†1982)............................. 39n78,.472
Williams.Deely,.Brooke...... iv,.277n310,.422,.425,.427,.

440,.462,.472
Wilson,.Thomas.(†1581)............................. 165n56,.472
Windelband,.Wilhelm.(†1915)............. 11,.114n46,.472
Wippel,.John.F........................................... 190n588,.472

See also.Wippel.and.Wolter
Wippel.and.Wolter........................................ 48n99,.472
wisdom...... xxi,.25,.62,.109,.117,.163,.178,.196,.220,.228,.

240,.273,.280,.282,.372,.409,.410,.446
witches............................................... 325,.382,.393,.438
Wittgenstein,.Ludwig.(†1951).............. xi,.91,.259n265,.

278n312,.346n118,.416,.445,.460,.472
Wolter,.OFM,.Allan.B..(†2006)......48n99,.175n15,.472
Wood,.Robert.E........................................ 227n169,.473
Wundt,.Wilhelm.(†1920).................................. 256n254

— X —

Ximenes.de.Cisneros,.OFM,.Cardinal.(†1517).... 383n8

— Y —

York,.Alcuin.of:.under Alcuin
Yucatan.peninsula.(Mexico)................................... 357n1

— Z —

Zanatta,.Marcello........................................ 153n30,.473
Zeno,.Flavius,.Roman.Emperor.(†491ad).... 19,.27,.473
Zeno.of.Citium.(†262bc)........................... 95,.164,.170n
Zeno.of.Elea.(†c.430bc)...................... 156,.157n36,.472
Zeus.(a.purely.objective.reality;.supreme.ruler..

of.Olympus,.the.mount.of.gods)............... 78,.79,.303
Zimmermann,.Albert................................. 223n154,.473
zoösemiosis................................................ xxxi,.250,.348
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TImeTable of laTIn age fIgures

arranged by dates of origin and demise

InITIal overlap wITh anTIquITy

Origen.(c.ad185–254)
Plotinus.(ad203–270)
Porphyry.the.Phoenecian.(c.ad233–304)
Diocletian.(ad245–313
Iamblichus.(c.ad250–330)
Aedesius.(c.ad275–355)
Marius.Victorinus.(c.ad280/300–c.363)
Athanasius.(ad297–373)
Aelius.Donatus.(c.ad310–a.380)
Gregory.of.Nyssa.(c.ad331–c.396)
Julian.the.Polytheist.(Flavius.Claudius.

Julianus,.ad331/2–363)
Ambrose.(c.ad340–397)
Proclus.(c.ad410–485)
Pseudo–Dionysius.(c.ad455–c.535;.fl..

c.ad490–500)
Simplicius.of.Cilicia.(ad490–560)

The laTIn age proper

Jerome.(Eusebius.Hieronymous,.c.ad347–
419/20)

Augustine.of.Hippo.(ad354–430)
Martianus.Capella.(c.ad360–439)
Boethius.(c.ad480–524/5)
Priscian.(“Priscianus.Caesariensis”;.

c.ad480–560/70)
Cassiodorus.(ad480/490–573/585)
Dionysius.Exiguus.(“Dennis.the.Short”,.

c.ad486–a.566)
Isidore.of.Seville.(c.ad560–636)
Mohammed.(ad570–632)
Qur’an.dictation.begun.(c.ad625)
Alcuin.of.York.(ad732–804)
Charlemagne.(c.ad.2.April.742–814.January.

28)

Hilduin.(c.ad775–855)
al–Kindi.(c.ad803–870)
John.Scotus.Erigena.(c.ad810–c.875/7)
Pseudo–Isidore.(c.ad805–c.885;.fl..c.ad840–

850)
al–Farabi.(c.ad878–c.950)
Avicenna.(ibn.Sina,.ad980–1037)
Berengar.of.Tours.(c.1000–1088)
Peter.Damien.(1007–1072)
Anselm.of.Canterbury.(c.1033–1109)
Jean.Roscelin.(1050–1120)
al–Ghazali.(1058–1111)
William.of.Champeaux.(c.1070–1121)
Gilbert.de.la.Porrée.(1070–1154)
Peter.Abaelard.(c.1079–1142)
William.of.Conches.(c.1080–1154)
Peter.Lombard.(c.1095–1160)
William.of.Malmesbury.(c.1095/6–1143)
Hugh.of.St..Victor.(1096–1141)
Heloise.(c.1098–1164)
Hildegarde.of.Bingen.(1098–1179)
ibn.Daud.(c.1110–c.1180)
Gerard.of.Cremona.(c.1114–1187)
John.of.Salisbury.(1115–1180)
Averroes.(ibn.Rushd,.1126–1198)
Moses.Maimonides.(1135–1204)
Dominic.Guzman.(c.1170–1221)
Michael.Scot.(c.1175–c.1234/5)
Francis.of.Assisi.(c.1182–1226)
Albertus.Magnus.(c.1201–1280)
Petrus.Hispanus.(Peter.of.Spain,.c.1210–

1277)
Roger.Bacon.(c.1214/20–1292)
Robert.Kilwardby.(c.1215–1279)
Kilwardby.Adscriptus.(fl..i.1230–1270)
Bonaventure.of.Bagnoregio.(1217/21–1274)
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Thomas.of.Aquino.(1224/5–1274)
Ramon.Lull.(1232–1314)
Siger.of.Brabant.(c.1235/40–1281/84)
Giles.of.Rome.(1243–1316)
Meister.Eckhart.(c.1260–1327/8)
Reginald.of.Piperno.(c.1260–1290)
Dante.Alighieri.(1265–1321)
Duns.Scotus.(c.1266–1308)
John.of.Jandun.(c.1275–1328)
Marsilius.of.Padua.(c.1280–1343)
William.of.Ockham.(c.1285–1349)
John.Tauler.(c.1290–1361)
Jan.Ruysbroeck.(1293–1381)
Henry.Suso.(1295–1365)
Francesco.Petrarch.(1304–1374)
Heinrich.von.Langenstein.(c.1325–1397)
John.Wycliffe.(c.1328–1384)
Juliana.of.Norwich.(c.1342–c.1423)
Catherine.of.Siena.(1347–1380)
Vincent.Ferrer.(1350–1419)
Petrus.de.Aliaco.(Pierre.d’Ailly,.1350–1420)
Gemistus.Pletho.(c.1356–1450)
Jan.Hus.(c.1369–1415)
Joannes.Capreolus.(c.1380–1444)
Nicolas.of.Cusa.(Nicolaus.Cusanus,.

1401–1464)
John.Bessarion.(1403–1472)
Lorenzo.Valla.(1406–1457)
Marsilio.Ficino.(1433–1499)
Cristóbal.Colon.(Christopher.Columbus,.

1451–1506)
Johannes.Trithemius.(1462–1516)
Pietro.Pomponazzi.(1462–1525)
Cajetan.(Tommaso.de.Vio,.1469–1534)
Nicolaus.Copernicus.(1473–1543)
Sylvester.Ferrariensis.(c.1474–1528)
Ferdinand.Magellan.(c.1480–1521)
Martin.Luther.(1483–1546)
Ulrich.Zwingli.(1484–1521)
Ignatius.Loyola.(1491–1556)
Francisco.de.Vitoria.(1492–1536)
Dominic.Soto.(1494–1560)
Philipp.Melancthon.(1497–1560)
Andreas.Osiander.(1498–1552)
Melchior.Cano.(1509–1560)
John.Calvin.(1509–1564)
Teresa.of.Avila.(1515–1582)
Pedro.da.Fonseca.(1528–1599)
Domingo.Bañez.(1528–1604)

John.of.the.Cross.(Juan.de.la.Cruz,.1542–
1591)

Emmanuel.de.Goes.(1542–1597)
Robert.Bellarmine.(1542–1621;.linchpin.of.

the.“crash.and.burn”)
Tycho.Brahe.(1546–1601)
Francisco.Suárez.(1548–1617)
Cosmas.de.Magelhães.(1551–1624)
Balthasar.Alvarez.(1561–1630)
Clemens.Timpler.(1563/4–1624)
Paolo.Antonio.Foscarini.(c.1565–1616)
Sebastian.de.Couto.(1567–1639)
Bartholomew.Keckermann.(c.1571–

1608/9).
João.Baptista.Bosserel.(1583–1648)
Francisco.Araújo.(1580–1664)
Christoph.Scheibler.(1589–1653)
The.Conimbricenses.(publ..i.1592–1606)
John.Poinsot.(1589–1644)
Pierre.Gassendi.(1592–1655)
Bartholomaeus.Mastrius.(1602–1673)
Simon.Stanislaus.(Szymon.Stanisław).

Makowski.(c.1612–1683)

fIgures of The Crash and burn 
TransITIon

Robert.Bellarmine,.Cardinal.(1542–1621;.
linchpin.of.the.“crash.and.burn”)

Giordano.Bruno.(c.1548–1600;.burned.
alive.for.heresy.in.the.Campo.di.Fiore,.
February.17)

Marco.Antonio.de.Dominis.(1566–1624.
September;.exhumed.for.trial.in.
December.and.“burned.dead”..in.the.
Campo.di.Fiore,.December.21)

Francis.Bacon.(1561–1626)
Galileo.Galilei.(1564–1642;.life.sentence.

for.“vehement.suspicion.of.heresy”,.
1633.June.22)

Johannes.Kepler.(1571–1630)
John.Poinsot.(9.July.1589–1644.June.17;.

suppressed.publication.of.his.treatise.
on.astronomy.on.news.of.Galileo’s.
condemnation)

René.Descartes.(31.March.1596–1650.
February.11;.pulled.book.from.press.on.
news.of.Galileo’s.condemnation)
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The resumpTIon of CenosCopy 
In posTmodernITy

Charles.Sanders.Peirce.(1839–1914)
Ferdinand.de.Saussure.(1857–1913)
Jakob.von.Uexkiill.(1864–1944)
Jacques.Maritain.(1882–1973)
Martin.Heidegger.(1889–1976)
Mikhail.Bakhtin.(1895–1975)

Roman.Jakobson.(1896–1982)
Ralph.Austin.Powell.(1914–2001)
Benedict.Ashley.(1915–.)
Thomas.Sebeok.(1920–2001)
Kenneth.L..Schmitz.(1922–.)
Umberto.Eco.(1932–)
Floyd.Merrell.(1937–)
et alii
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