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INTRODUCTION 

Ky study of the evolution of theological methods must 
depend upon the contributions of several sciences. 
Critical texts of ancient and medieval authors are 

needed. Historians must provide data and illumine the dy­
namics of each age. Phil~sophy and the exact sciences must 
interpret their own histories. And advances in theology itself 
throw fresh light on past procedures and opinions. Therefore, 
to study this evolution from specialized points of view is a 
necessary step if a more total synthesis is to be achieved. In 
this article we shall try to outline the history of theological 
method from St. Augustine to Abailard by bringing it into rela­
tion with the history of Aristotelian dialectic. 

Although this procedure seems a worthy one, it has been 
largely neglected by scholars. Two reasons for this are readily 
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884 DOM DUNSTAN HAYDEN 

apparent. First, serious historical study of theological methods 
is a relatively undeveloped field. The lack of exact texts and 
critical tools has hindered its expansion. Secondly, a re-evalu­
ation of Aristotelian dialectic is underway; and until the dia­
lectic itself is better understood, its use as illuminating some 
other subject matter is limited. 

For these and other reasons this study is very modest in 
intent. We propose to juxtapose some of the data and interpre­
tations provided by historical and theological research with 
what appear to be the most intelligent and carefully studied 
views of Aristotelian dialectic. It will be readily seen that much 
of the material presented here is from secondary sources. Our 
main aim is to give a general picture of the interaction of two 
disciplines, as seen in the works of a few important thinkers; 
and to pose problems in the hope that scholarly effort may be 
directed to their solutions. The central problem may be stated 
thus: to what extent has Aristotelian dialectic entered into the 
methodology of theology. The primary conclusion that can be 
drawn from this study is that a tremendous amount of research 
needs to be done. Yet the article will be of some value if it 
accomplishes only two things: first, indicate a number of par­
ticular problems toward which research should be directed; 
secondly, eliminate to some extent the vagueness and ambiguity 
which surrounds the word " dialectic " when it is used by 
theologians and historians of theology. 

The article will be in four sections. The first will be an expo­
sition of Aristotelian dialectic. The second will treat of St. 
Augustine. The third will consist of a few notes upon St. 
Augustine's immediate successors, the Carolingian renaissance, 
and the siecle de fer. The fourth will be devoted to Abailard. 
This last part will be the most extended, for indeed Abailard, 
in one sense, is the subject of the article. As a major influence 
on theology and as the ·most famous of the ,dialecticians of the 
twelfth century, he is most deserving of study and provides 
some of the most difficult problems. 
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I 

Dialectic for Aristotle is both a particular science having its 
proper subject matter, and a method.1 As a particular science, 
it studies syllogisms whose premises are based on opinion and 
whose middle term is a sign rather than a cause.2 Thus it can 
be considered as a branch of formal logic, and does not concern 
us here. Dialectic as method, however, was of great importance 
in Aristotle's philosophy. A brief description of this method 
and of its context will be given. The latter is essential to our 
purpose, for the dialectic of the Middle Ages was never co­
terminous with Aristotle's. In general it included part of Aris­
totelian dialectic and parts of other methods and sciences. 

Dialectic is discussed by Aristotle primarily in the Organon. 
Now the six books of the Organon can be considered as in three 
groups. The Categories and the On Interpretation treat of the 
types of concepts (defined in terms of grammatical function 
a sentence), the elements of propositions, the problems of quan­
tification, use negation (contraries contradictories), 
and other such matters. The two Analytics contain Aristotle's 
notion of science and his theory of the syllogism. The latter was 
called formal logic. Finally, the Topics and Sophistical Re­
futations treat of dialectic and fallacious arguments. For Aris­
totle, then, dialectic is not one of the philosophical sciences 
(metaphysics, ethics, etc.) , not a study of the foundations of 
logic, not syntactics, and not formal logic. It does bear im­
portant relations to these things, and some of these relations 
will be noted below. 

Dialectic is useful for three ends: 3 intellectual training or 
gymnastic, discussion, and the philosophical sciences. The first 
end is to make the mind supple, disciplined, and possessed of a 

1 In this controverted subject, we follow generally the lines laid down bv J. M. 
LeBlond in Logique et Methode (Paris: Vrin, 1939). For a short sumrn~ry i11 , 

similar vein, the reader may consult the Introduction to John Burnet's edition oi 
The Ethics of Aristotle (Methuen & Co.: London, 1900), pp. XXXIX-XLII. 

• See H. W. B. Joseph, An Introduction to Logic, ~nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1916), pp. 398-400. 

s Topics I 2; lOla, 25 ff. 
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plan of inquiry about any subject. The second is to enable a 
man to see questions from different points of view and to argue 
problems on another's grounds. The third is to supplement the 
scientific method in the construction of the philosophical sci­
ences. This is done by the posing of apories, that is, by survey­
ing beforehand the end to be attained and the difficulties in­
volved; and by discussion of principles which cannot themselves 
be demonstrated. 

If the material cause be considered, it is clear that dialectic, 
like the other parts of the Organon, is propositional. Its subject 
matter is not things themselves but propositions about things. 
Two points must be considered: 1) dialectic is concerned with 
propositions which are in some sense based on opinion; 4 ;l) 
dialectic has a universal subject matter since propositions can 
be about anything.5 

In contrast with the scientific method, dialectic considers 
propositions which are based on authority of some sort. It is 
thus a method of utilizing received opinions. However, Aris­
totle seems to extend the meaning of ev3ogov to include not 
only that which is in fact believed, but also that which is be­
lievable or conjecturable,6 and even that which is plausible or 
likely.7 Such propositions may be admitted by everyone {'zrpo­
mcn~), may be controverted by different wise men (rrp6f3'A.TJJLa), 
or may be a statement by some wise man which conflicts with 
common opinion (Olen~) 8 The fact that dialectic deals specifi­
cally with propositions which are based on opinion or which at 
least are not demonstrated, would seem to limit its application. 
Dialectic, however, is also defined by the generality of its object. 
Every science indeed has a proper and determined domain-a 
limited formal object. The dialectical method, on the other 
hand, is not limited to ·any genus. " The dialectical argument 
is not concerned with any definite kind of being, nor does it 
show anything, nor is it even an argument such as we find in 

• Ibid., I I; IOOb, !!1. 
• Ibid., I I; IOOa, 18-!!1. 
• 1 Analytica I I; !Mb, 11. 

7 Topics VIU 11; I6Ib, 85. 
8 Topics I 10, ll. 
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the general philosophy of being." 9 It is as universal as rheto­
ric.10 Metaphysics, it is true, treats all being, but its univer­
sality is of a different sort. The metaphysician attains gener­
ality by abstracting from his experiences of real things.11 

Dialectic does not presuppose specific experiences and does not 
abstract from them. To what then is it applied? " Every ex­
perience, every piece of knowledge is expressed according to the 
forms of judgment, of reasoning, and these are more or less 
independent of content. Consequently, the knowledge of these 
forms can permit one to discuss any subject, without ha"ing 
specialized information .... " 12 

Dialectic is thus a formal method. It does not discuss facts 
or their interpretation as such. The dialectician is familiar with 
the behavior of language and the ways of predication. " He is a 
dialectician who examines by the help of a theory of reason­
ing." 13 Or again, "He then is a dialectician who regards the 
common principles with their application to the particular mat­
ter at hand." 14 By applying this knowledge to propositions, 
he institutes an investigation that influences the statement of 
facts and interpretations, and therefore influences the knowl­
edge itself of reality. The degree to which dialectic is "real" 
rather than linguistic will become clearer as its form is con­
sidered and its ends discussed at greater length. 

The formal note of dialectic is that it is interrogative. The 
dialectician functions by asking questions, 15 and in so doing 
reveals the Socratic origins of his method. The things about 
which the dialectician raises questions are propositions and 
reasonings. The intellectual instruments he uses are called 
organa and topoi. 

Aristotle states that there are four elements from which 

• Sophistical Refutations 11; 171m, 12. See also 9; 170a, 84. 
10 Rhetoric I 1; 1855b, 8 ff. 
11 Ethics VI 8; 114!i!a, 16 ff. 
12 Le Blond, op. cit., p. 19. 
18 Soph. Ref. 11; 17!i!a, 85; see also 17lb, 6 ff. 
10 Soph. Ref. 11; 17Ib, 6 ff. 
10 "A dialectical proposition consists in asking something .... " Topics I 10; 104a 

8. The art of asking questions is discussed at length in book VIII of the Topics. 
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propositions are made: definition, genus, property, and acci­
dent.16 The dialectician considers these notions as they appear, 
say, in a syllogism. For example, by considering the likenesses 
and differences in two subjects, he can determine whether they 
belong in the same genus; and this determination is essential to 
any definition.17 Similarly, he can apply his notions of identity 
and the uses of copulative verbs to a given proposition. Again, 
he can eliminate ambiguities and fallacies by distinguishing the 
meanings of words, having recourse here to grammatical forms, 
to contraries, and so forth. 

Of the various sorts of reasoning in dialectic the most im­
portant is induction. Induction can indeed be put into syllo­
gistic form (if it is complete), but that is the only sense in 
which it belongs to formal logic.18 Induction is a method of 
reaching principles, which by their very nature cannot be 
demonstrated. Whether complete or not, induction can lead to 
a universal/9 Besides induction the dialectician should have at 
his command arguments from similarities and di:fferences.20 

Aristotle discusses four o·rgana: 21 1) to choose propositions 
well; ~) to distinguish different senses in a word (this assures 
that people talk about the same thing) ; 3) to find the differ­
ences of things (such distinctions lead to a clearer knowledge 
of essences); and 4) to observe and investigate likenesses 
(necessary for analogies and definitions). The topoi 22 appear 
to be simply more particular organa. They include such dis­
tinctions as past and future, whole and part, universal and 
particular, possible and impossible. 

The first of the ends of dialectic mentioned above requires 
no further discussion. The skills developed by dialectical train­
ing are obviously required for any serious intellectual effort. 
The second end, conversation, is also evident. To discuss a 
problem with someone, one must find a common subject mat-

16 Topics I 4. 
17 See Topics I 18; I08b, 9-29. 19 See Topics VIII 8; 160b, 8. 
18 See Le Blond, op. cit., pp. 125-8. 20 See Topics I 17 and 18. 
21 In the last five chapters of bk. I of the Topics. 
•• These are discussed in the Topics from bk. II to bk. VII. 
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ter, use opinions, make comparisons, shift the grounds of the 
argument, verify the other person's statements, and detect and 
refute fallacies. This last rather negative aspect receives con­
siderable treatment in the last two books of the Organon. 

Although the reader of Aristotle can get the impression that 
dialectic is concerned solely with these two ends,23 it is clear 
from other texts and from Aristotle's actual use of dialectic 
that the third end-helping science-is of great importance. 
From this point of view dialectic is a method of inquiry which 
leads to knowledge about " res," not just " verba." There are 
two aspects to this: the posing of apories, and the discussion of 
principles. Aristotle states forcefully in the Metaphysics the 
role of apories: 

We must, with a view to the science which we are seeking, first 
recount the subjects that should be first discussed. These include 
both the other opinions that some have held on the first principles, 
and any point besides these that happens to have been overlooked. 
For those who wish to get clear of difficulties, it is advantageous to 
discuss the difficulties well; for the subsequent free play of thought 
implies the solution of the previous difficulties, and it is not possible 
to untie a knot of which one does not know. But the difficulty of 
our thinking points to a "knot" in the object; for insofar as -our 
thought is in difficulties, it is in like case with those who are bound; 
for in either case it is impossible to go forward. Hence one should 
have surveyed all the difficulties beforehand, both for the purposes 
we have stated and because people who inquire without first stating 
the difficulties are like those who do not know where they have to 
go; besides, a man does not otherwise know even whether he has at 
any given time found what he is looking for or not; for the end is 
not clear to such a man, while to him who has first discussed the 
difficulties it is clear. Further, he who has heard all the contending 
arguments, as if they were the parties to a case, must be in a better 
position for judging.2~ 

The following passage in the Topics declares unequivocally the 
use of dialectic in the discussion of principles: 

'"For example, Soph. Ref. 11; 172a, U ff; "No art that is a method of showing 
the nature of anything proceeds by asking questions." Le Blond, in the work already 
cited, pp. 24 f, remarks that dialectic is not infrequently used in the narrower sense 
of wetpa.ITTuc6s. 

"Metaphysica ITI 1; 995a, 2S-995b, 8. 
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[Dialectic] has a further use in relation to the ultimate bases of the 
principles used in the several sciences. For it is impossible to 
discuss them at all from the principles proper to the particular 
science at hand, seeing that the principles are the prius of every­
thing else: it is through the opinions generally held on the particular 
points that these have to be discussed, and this task belongs 
properly, or most appropriately, to dialectic: for dialectic is a 
process of criticism wherein lies the path to the principles of all 
inquiries.25 

Dialectic is never a method of demonstration, but in the 
processes just mentioned it appears as co-ordinate with the 
scientific method. The premises of scientific reasoning are 
themselves indemonstrable, as are an definitions introduced. 
Any discussion of these must be dialectical in character. Aris­
totle did not discuss at any length the theory behind this aspect 
of dialectic, and philosophers since then have often misunder­
stood it, ignored its presence or simply rejected it.26 

II 

Having ascertained in a general way the meaning of dialectic 
for Aristotle, we may now proceed to inquire as to its presence 
in theological method, beginning with St. Augustine. St. Augus­
tine is of particular importance in the evolution of theological 
method: he summed up the predominant attitudes of early 
Christian thinkers, he consciously organized these attitudes into 
a coherent system, his works-found in numberless medieval 
libraries-provided later Christians with content and method, 
and he was recognized as the outstanding authority with :regard 
to Christian intellectual activity. St. Augustine's quasi-official 

•• Topics I 2; lOla, 86-lOlb, 4. 
26 The following passage of Cicero in Boethius' In Topica Ciceronis Commentaria 

(PL LXIV, 1044 C) indicates that the Stoics ignored dialectic, and suggests one 
source of the confusion about the word's meaning. " Cum omnis ratio diligens 
disserendi duas habeat partes, unam inveniendi, alteram jndicandi, ntriusqne 
princeps, ut mihi quidem videtur, Aristoteles fuit. Stoici autem in altera elabora­
verunt. Judicandi enim viam diligenter persecnti snnt, earn scientiam, quam 
dialecticen appellant. Inveniendi vero artem quae Topicae dicitur, quae ad usum 
potior erat, et ordine naturae certe prior, totam reliquerunt." 
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determination of methods and of the place of learning in 
Christian life continued unimpaired until the twelfth century. 
There was continuous change during this period, of course, but 
it was evolution within a fixed framework. The first radical 
and influential departures from this tradition came in the 
twelfth century. 

The Augustinian rationale of secular and profane learning 
was organized around the very basic distinction between faith 
and beatitude. Christian life begins with faith; and it is faith 
which characterizes life on earth. After death comes the reward 
of faith-beatitude. This temporal pattern is paralleled in the 
life of the soul: first come the shadowy knowledge of faith, and 
the love that is never fulfilled; then, at last in Heaven, the full 
enjoyment of truth and goodness-beatitude. The transition 
from the one to the other consists in the increasing of love and 
knowledge, starting from faith and using human faculties aided 
by grace. This transitional affective knowledge is called wis­
dom or understanding insofar as its object is God, science inso­
far as its object is created things.21 The latter is a means to the 
former. The focus of intellectual activity is Sacred Scripture: 
" Furthermore, a man speaks more or less wisely as he has made 
more or less progress in the Holy Scripture . . . in a thorough 
understanding and careful searching into their meaning." 2 R 

Secular learning contributes to the understanding of Scripture 
and that is its justification. Meditation on the mysteries re­
vealed in Scripture brings the Christian to understanding or 
wisdom. 

Three points should be noted in particular. First, the distinc­
tion between faith and unde.rstanding.29 Faith is based on 

21 Distat tamen ab aeternorum contemplatione actio qua bene utimur temporali­
bns rebus, et ilia sapientiae, haec scientiae depntetur." De Trinitate XII, 14 (~~); 
PL XLII, 1009. For a list of the various meanings of "scientia " and "sapientia," 
see Henri-Irenee Marrou, Saint Augustin et la fin de la culture antique (Paris: de 
Boccard, 1988), Appendice, Note B, pp. 561-69. 

•• De Doctrina Christia1tfJ,, IV, c. 5. 
29

" Nisi enim aliud esset credere, et aliud intei!igere, et primo credendum esset, 
quod magnum et divinum intelligere cuperemus, frustra Propheta dixisset 'Nisi 
aedideritis, non intelligetis.' " De Libero Arbitrio, II, c. ~-
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revelation which is found in Scripture. Understanding comes 
from man's efforts aided by the illumination of grace. Faith is 
the beginning; understanding is progress toward the end and 
presupposes faith. Faith is certain, while understanding can 
degenerate into vain reasoning. 

Secondly, it is clear that "theology" for St. Augustine was 
little like the thoroughly rationalized science that it became 
in later centuries. The attempt to know God and his works was 
centered on Scripture. " Theology " consisted in trying to pene­
trate the Christian mysteries by exegesis and contemplation. 
Knowledge itself was not the real end, but that knowledge 
which led to greater charity. 

Thirdly, study of the secular sciences had no raison d' etre in 
itself, but served as a preparation for the pondering of Scrip­
ture.30 Consequently, the subject matter of any of these sci­
ences was completely controlled by the Christian's personal 
intent. Love was the final end, and knowledge existed to feed 
love. Once a science had assisted the scholar in reading Scrip­
ture, it held little further value. Such a view, of course, was 
not likely to lead to any radical developments in the subordi­
nate sciences. This indeed constituted one kind of Christian 
synthesis, but it was achieved by attributing relatively little 
value to the secular sciences/1 except insofar as they con­
tributed to religious thought.32 

The organization of secular learning by Varro, Capella and 

80 On grammar, for example, see De Doctrina Christiana, III, c. 29: "Quos tamen 
tropos qui noverint, agnoscunt in litteris sanctis, eorumque scientia, ad eas intelli­
gendas aliquantum adjuvantur." Similar passages could be found for each of the 
seven arts. 

81 Sometimes St. Augnstine seems to see no value in them at all. For example, 
he says a propos of Scripture: "Nam quidquid homo extra didicerit, si noxium est, 
ibi damnatur; si utile est, ibi invenitur." (De Doctrina Christiana II, c. 42). We 
presume this is partly rhetorical exaggeration, and partly a way of expressing the 
all-sufficiency of Scripture with regard to man's final end. 

•• This common interpretation of St. Augustine can be found more fully explained 
in the work of Marron cited above. " ... ii vent nne culture etroitement et directe­
ment subordonnee au christianisme; toutes les manifestations de Ia vie intellectuelle 
doivent etre au service de Ia vie religieuse, n'etre qu'une fonction de celle-ci." (p. 
889). 
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Cassiodorus into the seven arts is too familiar to need any 
description. Augustine proposed it anew.33 The cultivation of 
the seven arts became one of the two great determinants of the 
evolution of theological method; 34 and throughout the entire 
period under consideration it was St. Augustine who provided 
its justification and much of its material. 0£ special importance 
to this essay is the meaning that St. Augustine gave to the art 
called " dialectica." 35 It was by no means identical with Aris­
totle's dialectic. Not until the thirteenth century did the term 
begin to :resume, for some thinkers at least, its strict Aristo­
telian sense. We need to see, then, what Augustine's dialectic 
included and how it was used in sacred studies. 

Generally speaking, dialectic included the grammatical and 
logical matters dealt with in the Categories and On InterpTe­
tation, some traditional formal logic 36 (partly from the Peri­
patetic school and partly from the Stoic-Megarian school), and 
some of Aristotle's dialectic. In other words Aristotle's dis­
tinctions had become blurred and various elements of logic and 
method were grouped together. Marron has pointed out this 
composite character of St. Augustine's dialectic. " His dialectic 
presents a double aspect; a) as in Stoic usage, it is the science 
of that method by which science is made ... the study of the 
laws which rule the activity of reason, in a word, logic; b) 
but as with Aristotle, it is also the science of discussion, no 
longer theoretic but practical; the art of convincing or con­
founding an adversary." 37 

33 The seven arts and their use in relation to Scripture are discussed at length in 
bk. II of De Doctrina Christiana. 

"'See J. de Ghellinck S. J., Le mouvemcnt theologiquc du XIIe siecle (Paris: 
Desclee de Brouwer, 1948), pp. lG i. 

35 For a justification of dialectic, see De Doctrina Christiana II, c. 35: "Item 
scientia definiendi, dividendi atque partiandi, quamquam etiam rebus falsis adhi­
beatur, ipsa tamen falsa non est, neque ab hominibus instituta, sed in rerum ratione 
comperta." For a discussion of the Platonic aspects of Augustine's dialectic, see 
Jean Pepin, " Univers dionysien et univers augustinien " in Aspects de la dialectique, 
Recherches de Philosophie II (Paris: Desclee de Brouwer, 1956), pp. 179-2!25. 

36 " Hanc enim artem quam dialecticam vocant, quae nihil aliud docet quam 
consequentia demonstrare ... " (Contra Cresconium I, 20 (!25)). 

87 Marron, op. cit., p. 195. 
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St. Augustine was not a scholar in the fields of logic and 
dialectic,38 but these sciences and methods are, of course, widely 
used. In particular, Aristotelian dialectic appears not infre­
quently. This method, as noted above, has three ends: intel­
lectual exercise, conversation, and as a help to science. ·with 
respect to the first end, St. Augustine uses dialectic as a means 
of elevating his readers to that level necessary for the considera­
tion of divine things. " Dialectic was a means of disciplining 
the reader in the management of ideas, of abstract arguments, 
of getting him accustomed little by little to the technique of 
metaphysical research." 39 For example, in the De Trinitate his 
general method (and this itself is Aristotelian dialectic) 40 is to 
consider a number of images to discover which of them are fit 
to express in some way the Trinity. Having found the best 
image, he surprises the modern reader by :returning (from bk. 
IX to bk. XIV) to the images already :rejected. Later he ex­
plains that he did this in order to exercise and purify the 
reader's mind, and so make it capable of grasping the sublime 
doctrine being presented.41 

The second end-discussion-finds its fulfillment in polemic 
and apologetic.42 Indeed, one of the most famous definitions of 
dialectic was attributed to St. Augustine: Dialectica est bene 
disputandi scientia.43 He was perfectly frank about such a use 
of dialectic. This is illustrated in a lively way by the following 
passage written against Cresconius: 

" What is dialectic but skill in disputation? 0 •• yet you reproach 

•• " Tons les exposes de logique theoretique qu'on rencontre chez Augustin frappent 
le lecteur par leur caractere elementaire et leur tour assez pen technique." (Ibid., 
pp. ~44-tj) 

•• Ibid., p. :!H!. 
•• See Topics I 17, 18 on analogy, especially 108 a, 6 ff: "Likeness should be 

studied, first, in the case of things belonging to different genera, the formula being 
A:B=C:Do" 

•• ". o o dilata est de Trinitate 0 •• disputatio, ut in ipsis etiam corporalibus visis 
inveniretur trinitas, et distinctius in ea lectoris exerceretur intentioo" (De Trinitate 
XV, 3 (5); PL XXXII, 1060) 

'"For a bibliography on dialectic as polemic see Ghellinck, op. cit., p. 69. 
•• De Dialectica l; PL XXXII, 1309. 
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dialectic in me, that you might lead astray those unskilled in it, 
and praise those who would not enter into dispute with me. But 
are you not using dialectic when you write against us? ... Looking 
over the very work you sent me, I see that you explain certain 
things artfully and at length-that is, eloquently-and that you 
discourse upon certain things with cleverness and subtility-that 
is dialectically-and yet you bemoan my use of eloquence and 
dialectic." 44 

As pointed out above, this dialectic of St. Augustine is rather 
heterogeneous in character. In some places, however, one finds 
him using dialectic in precisely the Aristotelian sense.45 

As regards dialectic as a positive method of inquiry, applied 
to a subject matter for the sake of discovery, not a great deal 
of it is to be found in St. Augustine. One cause for this was 
obscurity about the nature of dialectic, and the lack of Aristo­
telian texts precluded improvement. Another cause-one of 
equal importance-was the very nature of sacred studies. The 
Christian thinker was confronted with mysteries, and hence it 
was impossible for him to have "surveyed all the difficulties 
beforehand." 46 There was no question of discovering funda­
mental notions or principles-those were given in revelation. 
The possibility of deepening knowledge was recognized, but it 
was done primarily by comparison of texts. The only impor­
tant exception to this in St. Augustine appears to be his investi­
gations in the second part of De Trinitate. There dialectic plays 
its most creative role. "It is no longer a preliminary exercise, 
a research useful for its effects upon the mind. It becomes 
fruitful of itself and is nothing else but the very law· of re-

.. Contra Creaconium 1, IS (16). 
'"Compare the following passages (from Aristotle and Augustine) a propos the 

convertibility of definitions: " Whereas if any part of the expression do not apply 
I to everything that falls under the same species, it is possible that the expression as 

a whole should be peculiar; for it will not be predicated convertibly with the 
object ... " (Topics VI S; 140 b, 21); "Si enim me rogares quid esset homo, et 
eum hoc modo definirem, Homo est animal mortale: non continuo quia verum dictum 
est, etiam definitionem probare deberes, sed superposita ei particula, id est, omnis, 
convertere illam et intueri, utrum etiam conversa vera esset. . . ." (De Quantitate 
Animae, 25 (47); PL XXXII, 1062. 

•• Metaphysies of Aristotle, ill I; 995 a, 82. 
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search; it is the very movement of the depths of the soul, going 
forward to the gradual discovery of truth." 47 

Ill 

Between the time of St. Augustine and the beginning of the 
Carolingian renaissance there are only two figures that need be 
considered here: Boethius and Cassiodorus. Like St. Augus­
tine's, their works were widely disseminated and extremely 
influentiaL Boethius is of interest here because of his logical 
works and translations which were available before the thir­
teenth century. A list of these is most informative: two com­
mentaries on the lsagoge; a translation of De Interpretatione 
with two commentaries; a translation and commentary on the 
Categories; an unfinished commentary on Cicero's Topics; three 
original works on syllogisms; De Divisione and the treatise De 
Dijjerentiis Topicis. One notiGes immediately that four books 
of the Organon are missing. Apparently Boethius's translations 
of them were lost soon after his death. The closest thing to 
Aristotle's work on dialectic was the partial work on Cicero's 
Topics. Like Cicero, Boethius saw dialectic as a mixture of 
formal logic and the science of probable arguments, yet placeil 
at times very close to rhetoric.48 

Cassiodorus furthered stiU more the influence of St. Augu.s­
tine.49 The work of theology was again said to be the penetra­
tion of Scripture. "Happy is the soul who with God's help has 
stored up in memory the secret of this great gift; but happier 

•• Marron, op. cit., p. 825. 
•• We have not succeeded in determining this question more precisely. The follow­

ing quotations will give an idea of the complex nature of dialectic according to 
Boethius and Cicero. " ... disputandi ratio et Ioquendi dialecticorum sit, oratorum 
autem dicendi et ornandi." (Cicero's Orator, 82, 18). "Patet igitur in quo 
philosophus ab oratore ac dialectico in propria consideratione dissideat: in eo scilicet 
quod illis probabilitatem, huic veritatem constat esse propositam." (Boethius's 
De Dijjerentiis Topicis, l, I; PL LXIV, 1181 lB-H82 A). "Quamque eodem nomine 
[dialectica] Aristoteles, non totam disserendi artem, ut Stoici, sed earn tantum 
nuncupet quae de proposita quaestione verisimilibus colligat argumentis. 
(Boethius's ln Topica Ciceronis Commentaria, PL LXIV, 1047 C) 

•• For Ill list of references to Augustine, see Marron op. cit., p. !itl!i!, n. 5. 
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still, he who has discovered the paths of its meanings." 5° For 
example, in his most celebrated work, the Institutiones, his 
purpose in writing it was, according to van de Vyver, to furnish 
his monks the bibliography and the means of their deepening 
their study of Scripture.51 The works written by the monks at 
Vivarium were with very few exceptions commentaries on the 
sacred text and translations of older commentaries and homi­
lies.52 In other words, the material of theology was scriptural 
and patristic texts.53 

The preparation for Scriptural study consisted in the seven 
arts. " It should be noted that both in Sacred Scripture and in 
learned expositions much can be learned through schemata, 
definitions, the art of grammar, :rhetoric, dialectic, arithmetic 
and astronomy." 54 

For Cassiodorus the art called "dialectica" was an instru­
ment for disputation 55 and the study of the syllogism-that is, 
formallogic.56 Dialectic, then, was one of the instruments used 
in the study of Scripture, but more specifically in the propound­
ing and upholding of Christian doctrine. Scripture itself deter­
mined theological study, while dialectic was merely usefuL In 
view of the tremendous popularity of Cassiodorus in the follow­
ing centuries, one is not surprised to see these ideas reappear 
with great frequency.57 

50 De lnstitutione Divinarum Litterarum, Praef.; l'L LXX, 1107 C. 
"' "Cassiodore et son oeuvre," Speculum, VI (1931), 272. 
•• Ibid., pp. 264-271. 
•• "In quibus [sacris Iitteris] non propriam doctrinam sed priscorum dicta com­

mendo, quae posteris laudare fas est, et praedicare gloriosum." (De lnstitutione 
Divinarum Litterarum, l'L LXX, 1107 A) 

••Ibid., 1140 D. 
55 " ••• [dialectica], quantum magistri saeculares dicunt disputationibus sub­

tilissimis ac brevibus vera sequestrat a falsis." (De Artibus ac Disciplinis Liberalium 
Litterarum, Praef.; PL LXX, 1151 D) 

•• "Nunc ad logicam, quae et dialectica dicitur . . ." (Ibid., H67 B); "Sed 
priusquam de syllogismis dicamus, ubi totius dialecticae utilitas et virtus ostenditur . 
• . . " (Ibid., 1168 B) 

•• For a list of authors who quoted him, and of libraries which we know listed 
his works, see L. W. Jones, "The Influence of Cassiodorus on Medieval Culture," 
Speculum, XX (1945), 433-442. 
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The century and a half that followed Cassiodorus were so 
barren intellectually that they can safely be passed over. The 
Carolingian renaissance, however, is generally recognized to be 
of great importance in the evolution of theology. This is not 
because there were any striking innovations in method or 
changes of principles or subject matter, but because of the re­
vitalization of intellectual life in generaL Charles Martel had 
seen fit to pillage the abbeys. Charles the Great promoted 
ecclesiastical establishments, founded schools, had texts copied, 
issued capitularies regulating these and other things, and in 
general caused a great increase in intellectual vitality. The­
ology, however, remained essentially what it had been in St. 
Augustine's time. "There are scarcely any documents which 
would permit us to assign any other end to the theological 
instruction of this epoch than the enlightened reading of the 
Bible, of the works of several of the Fathers, of liturgical rites 
and prayers." 58 This fact is mirrored in the controversies of 
the time-,--on grace and predestination, adoptionism, the cult 
of images and the filioque-which were carried on not by 
speculations on the problems but by endless references to the 
auctores, culled mainly from the flo.rilegia. Secular studies fol­
lowed the lines laid out in the De Doctrina Christiana. The 
seven arts were justified as the proper preparation for the 
sacred text.59 Some of them were in addition very useful for 
certain ecclesiastical functions, like plain chant and computa­
tion of feasts.60 

The seven arts were not given equal treatment. In general 
the quadrivium received less attention than the trivium, especi­
ally in the monastic schools.61 Again, in the trivium, it was 
grammar that was emphasized. It was this discipline textuelle 

•• Ghellinck, op. cit., p. HI. 

••" Le but assigne a I' etude de Ia grammaire et des arts liberaux est tout entier 
subordonne a !'intelligence de Ia Bible .... " (Ibid., p. 13) 

•• Carolingian legislation demanded a knowledge of these. See MGH, Capitularia, 
1, n. 116, VIII, and n. 117, V; p. 285, p. ~87. 

61 See Dom Philibert Schmitz, Histoire de l'ordre de Saint Benoit (Maredsous, 
1942), ll, 59. 
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which gave new impetus to sacred studies in the Carolingian 
period. On the one hand, grammar was cultivated as a prepa­
ration for the two primary monastic activities: the opus Dei 
and the lectio divina; on the other, grammar provided a tech­
nique that helped to understand the Bible 62 and thus, at least 
in the cathedral schools,63 pave the way for a discussion of 
contenL Dialectic is of relatively little importance for most of 
the Carolingian period. Indeed, we know of places-York, for 
example; in the time of Alcuin-where it was not even taught.64 

From Alcuin until Abailard the use of dialectic was only occa­
sional.65 Under the term dialectic was included principally 
material found in the Categories and De Interpretatione, but 
also the traditional treatment of syllogisms.66 

H little is said here about the tenth and eleventh centuries, 
it is not because they were entirely static. Economically, 
politically and socially they were times of tremendous change. 
Yet in theology and in dialectic one finds nothing, with the 
possible exception of St. Anselm, that was original and of real 
influence on succeeding ages. While St. Anselm was indeed 
important in some ways, he appears to have had little influence 
on the development of theological method. No attempt is made 
here to determine more precisely what influence he did have. 

Ghellinck has found little or no difference between the 
theology of this period and of the periods described above. 
" Theology remained what it had been: the intelligent reading 
of the Bible and of some of the Fathers, the knowledge of sym­
bols, canons and ceremonies. Outside of the schools at least, 
it appeared only in the form of an immediate practical prepa­
ration for sacred functions." 67 The literary productions of the 
times were mainly glosses, books of sentences (i. e., patristic 

•• For the nse of tropi etc. see MGH, Leges, Capitularia, t. 1, p. 79. 
63 For a fuller statement of this contrast, see Dom Jean Leclercq, "L'humanisme 

oonedictin du VIII• au XII• siecle," Analecta Monastica, Premiere serie, Studia 
Anselmiana, 20 (1948), pp. 8, 14-lli. 

•• See Schmitz, loc. cit. 
•• See DTC, "Theologie," XV, 360. 
•• For example, see Alcuin's De Dialectica, PL CI, 951 ff. 
•• Op. cit., p. 44. 
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dicta, on religious topics, culled from the florilegia) , commen­
taries on Scripture, and toward the end of the eleventh century, 
some monographic treatises on particular theological subjects. 

We may note two things of some significance. First, with 
regard to the seven arts, practice deviated somewhat from 
theory. The program of the arts was indeed flourishing, but 
not equal attention was given to each of the elements.68 Thus, 
for example, at the cathedral school of Rheims in the eleventh 
century little or no attention was paid to the quadrivium, with 
the exception of music.69 Secondly, dialectic was becoming 
more important as a theological instrument, if only in terms of 
polemic. The term still means of course that collection of 
logical doctrines traditional for many centuries. Berangarius 
was responsible for much of the controversy of the time, for 
his attitude toward dialectic was distinctly rationalistic. " It 
is a sign of great intelligence to rely upon dialectic in all things; 
for he who does not, since he is made in the image of God with 
respect to his reason, relinquishes this honor .... " 70 Lanfranc, 
though up in arms against Berengarius, took a moderate view 
of dialectic. "For those who consider it carefully, dialectic does 
not impugn the mysteries o£ God, but when there is need it 
supports and strengthens them if rightly used!' 71 The net 
result of this increased use of dialectic was a growing tension 
between those who would apply it more extensively and those 
who restrict its use to the more traditional functions. 

IV 

A few remarks about the tension indicated above will serve as 
an introduction to this last section on Abailard's use of dia­
lectic in his theological method. For to come to grips with the 
questions later discussed one must keep clearly mind the 

•• Ibid., pp. 40 ff. 
•• See John R. Williams, " The Cathedral School of Rheims in the Eleventh 

Century," Speculum, XXIX (1954), 661-677. 
70 Sacra Coena, cd. Vischer (Berlin, 1834), p. 101. 
71 Glo.•sa in Epistolam Pauli, PL CL, 157 C. 
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condition of dialectic in the twelfth century; that is, its place in 
the educational system and its content. 

As pointed out above, dialectic received more -and more 
attention during the eleventh and twelfth centuries. In theory 
the complete cycle of the seven arts remained the educational 
ideal, but in practice various arts were not taught, nor was the 
order of instruction always the same.72 In theory the arts were 
still grouped around and subordinated to sacred studies/8 but 
in practice there was a growing independence in their cultiva­
tion. The arts were maturing, new materials were beginning to 
flow into Europe from the Arabs, and the educational system as 
a fixed synthesis was irrevocably shattered. The results were 
specialization and rivalry. Dialectic was often cultivated with­
out the proper foundation in grammar and rhetoric and without 
any intention of subordinating it as an instrument to be used 
in the artes reales. Such a procedure was, according to William 
of Conches, " to be always sharpening the sword, but never 
using it in battle." 74 There was rivalry not only between the 
quadrivium and the trivium; but also between grammar and 
rhetoric on the one hand, and dialectic on the other. Although 
dialectic held the center of the stage, in not a few schools rela­
tively little attention was paid to it.75 Specialization in dialec­
tic and the other arts led to difficulties in communication. Thus, 
for example, when Abailard complained that St. Bernard did 

7" For some examples see Pare, Brunet, Tremblay, La Renaissance du XII• siecle 
(Ottawa: Institute d'etudes medievales, 1933), p. 102. For England in particular, 
see David Knowles, The Monastic Order in England (Cambridge, 1940), p. 495 fl. 

73 " Constat quod omnes artes naturales divinae scientiae famulantur, et inferior 
sapientia recte ordinata ad superiorem conducit. Sub eo igitur sensu qui est in 
significatione vocum ad res, continetur historia; cui famulantur tres scientiae sicut 
dictum est, id est grammatica, dialectica, rhetorica. Sub eo autem sensu qui est in 
significatione rerum ad facta mystica, continetur allegoria. Et sub eo sensu qui est 
in significatione rerum ad facienda mystica, continetur tropologia; et his duobus 
famulantur arithmetica, musica, geometria, astronomia et physica." Hugh of St 
Victor, De Sacramentis, Prologus, c. 6. 

74 De Philosophia Mundi, Prologus. 
75 " Of the seven traditional branches of the old curriculum, Dialectic, the third 

member of the Trivium, had little place in the monasteries compared with that 
which it was beginning to hold in the schools and nascent universities. . . ." 
(Knowles, op. cit., p. 497) 
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not understand the vim verborum, he was not challenging St. 
Bernard's theology but his competence to judge a dialectical 
undertaking. The modern historian must admit that there was 
some justice on both sides. 

In discussing Abailard, one must keep in mind what the word 
" dialectic " meant to him. First, it was not synonymous with 
the term logica; for the latter was often used to describe the 
entire trivium/6 Secondly, the content of dialectic underwent 
a tremendous change in the middle of the century. In 1128 
James of Venice translated again the Topics, Analytics, and On 
Sophistical Refutations.77 These works appear at Chartres 
about 1140, being taught there by Thierry. They were certainly 
known to his students--:-Gilbert, Richard, Otto of Freising, and 
John of Salisbury.78 By 1175 they were appearing in the cata­
logues of monastic libraries. 79 The important fact suggested 
by these dates is that Abailard did not have the new transla­
tions. One can find in Abailard's works a small number of 
quotations from the Topics and On Sophistical Refutations, 
but these were probably taken from Boethius.80 

The discussion of Abailard will be in two sections. In the 
first will be considered the principles upon which his method 
depends. In particular, it will include his notions of faith and 
authority, his justification of reason in theology and the mean­
ing of intellectus fidei, and finally the question of his rational­
ism. The second section will be an examination of his actual 
method, as seen in the ends for which he used dialectic. These 
can be summarized under four heads: apologetic and polemic, 

•• " La groupe des sciences du trivium, arts du language, est appele logica (logica 
n'egale done pas dialectica), selon I' extension meme du mot grec M-yos, qui siguifie a 
la fois mot, concept, discours (i.e. grammaire, dialectique, rhetorique) ." Pare op. 
cit., p. 105. 

•• See Amable Jourdain, Recherches critiques sur l'age et l'origine des traductions 
latines (Paris, 1884), pp. 58 f. 

78 See A. Clerval, Lea ecoles de Chartres au moyen age (Chartres, 1895), pp. 244 f. 
•• Two examples are given in Martin Grabmann, Die Geschichte der scholastischen 

Methode (Freiburg im Breisgau, 1909), IT, 78. 
80 See Jourdain, op. cit., pp. 29 fi, and p. 287, n. L. For a contrary view, see J. G. 

Sikes, Peter Abailard (London, 1982), p. 272. 
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textual analysis, investigation of mysteries, and the construc­
tion of theology.81 

Est quippe fides existimatio rerum non apparentium.82 This 
famous definition from the first book of the lntroductio ad 
Sanctam Theologiam has been and continues to be a source of 
controversy. St. Bernard condemned Abailard for it,~3 and 
modern authors have tried to explain it in a variety of ways.84 

Most commentators have criticized the word existimatio, for in 
the twelfth century (and indeed in Abailard's works, too) the 
word often meant opinion. Cottiaux, however, has thrown new 
light on the problem by calling attention to the other part of 
the definition-rerum non apparentium-and to the context of 
the sentence. In the beginning of the first book of the Intm­
ductio, Abailard treats of faith, hope and charity; but an ex­
amination of his definitions makes it clear that he is not defining 
the theological virtues, but rather certain habits in general. 
With regard to the second and third of these virtues he states: 
"Hope is the expectation of some good to be attained .... 
Charity is disinterested love which is directed to a fitting end, 
as, on the other hand, cupidity is called interested or base 
love." 85 One may reasonably conclude that Abailard did not 
intend to define supernatural faith either. Indeed, the term 
must have a broader extension than that, for a little further 
on he explicitly narrows its meaning.' "If one speaks for your 
edification concerning faith, it is sufficient that only those 
things be treated which, if not believed, bring damnation. But 
these are the things which pertain to the Catholic faith." 86 

To see in the word existimatio an expression touching the 

81 The Tractatus will be quoted from the edition of Stoltze; the Dialectica from 
that of Cousin; all others from Migne, v. CLXXVID: references to these will be 
only the column number; titles will be abbreviated. 

•• lntr., 981 C. 
sa Adv. Abael., c. 4; PL CLXXXII, 1061. 
•• For a brief resume, see J. Cottiaux, "La conception de Ia theologie chez 

Abelard," Rev. Hist. Eccl., XXVIII (1982), pp. 291 ff. The entire article (pp. 247-
295, 588-551, 788-828) has been freely used here. 

••zntr., 981 C, 982 C. 
•• Ibid., 986 C. 
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certainty of faith is to fly in the face of Abaila:rd's works, for 
nowhere else does he voice such doubts. His problem was quite 
different: to describe the kind of certain knowledge that faith 
was. It was certainly not comprehensio, for no human can 
know God completely. Nor was it scientia in the sense then 
given to the word. For example, Hugh of St. Victor wrote: 
" They know more perfectly who grasp the thing itself as it is 
in its very presence; these are scientes." 87 The important note 
of scientia was that the object was fully present to the knower. 
The significance of Abailard's sentence now becomes apparent. 
.Faith in general is the kind of knowledge one has about an 
object that is not seen. "If someone says he has faith regarding 
things seen, then he abuses the term." 88 Abailard, then, did 
not reduce faith to opinion, but pointed out that in both types 

knowledge the object is absent. That he repeated the phrase 
in question in other passages. is an indication of his desire to 
emphasize the transcendence of the ultimate object of faith.'" 

It should be noted that faith is always the of departure 
and the end in Abailard's theology. This is clear from phrases 
that keep recurring, phrases like "to support and defend the 
faith," " to penetrate the reasons of faith," and " to elaborate 
upon the faith." 90 

Faith is based upon the auctores: Sacred Scripture and the 
writings of the Fathers. Abailard's attitude toward these au­
thorities was both respectfully submissive and intelligent. The­
ology has as ends to support these authorities and to help 
understand Scripture.01 was intelligent for he treated m a 

87 De Sacramentis, Pars X, c. 2; PL CLXXVI, 330 D. 
8 " lntr., 984 D. See also Theol., 986 B: "His itaque testimoniis patet fidei nomen 

proprie, modo improprie poni, cum videlicet non solum de occultis, verum etiam de 
n~nnifestis fides dicatur ." 

80 " Par !'expression aestimatio non apparentium, il ne definit done pas Ia foi, 
mais Ia rapproche d'un acte de connaissance, aestimatio, dont !'objet se presente a 
!'esprit dans les memes conditions; il utiliscra done cette expression quand il voudra 
souligner ce caractere .... " (Cottiaux, op. cit., p. 291; see also Pare, op. cit., pp. 
299-300) 0 

•• For reference to these and similar phrases, see Cottiaux, op. cit., p. 272 r. 
' 11 See Tract., pp. 19, 21. 
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reasonable (if not entirely accurate) way the problem of errm·. 
The Fathers, he states, in fact did make errors, even in matters 
of faith; although canonical scripture never erred in such mat­
ters, yet it could be mistaken if there was no fidei dettimen­
turn.92 Granted that such errors were possible in these two 
sources of authority, how was the Christian to discern them? 
Clearly, by his reason. Although it is authority which estab­
lishes faith, reason must choose authorities, rejecting the 
Fathers when they are in error.93 Choice implies criteria, and 
these w~re set forth in the Prologue to the Sic et Non. Revela­
tion meant more than the Bible, for more than one doctrine of 
faith was found nowhere in Scripture. This principle, accepted 
by St. Anselm,94 is clearly stated in the Theologia Chtistiana 
of Abailard: " Many necessary doctrines of the faith were 
added after the gospels by the Apostles or apostolic men which 
cannot be proved from the words of the gospels; such is the 
doctrine regarding the preservation of the virginity of the 
Mother of God even after she bore a child, and perhaps a nmn­
ber of other doctrines too." 95 In summary, then, may 
be said to have stressed the use of reason in the demarcation 
of precisely what doctrines were to be believed. Yet reason is 
never a substitute for the act of faith. " .Nien cannot be im­
pelled by sense knowledge or by human reasoning to receive 
and believe these doctrines of faith, but they are to be dravvn 
by authority alone." 96 

Abailard, however, did not limit reason to the function of 
ascertaining the doctrines of faith in Scripture and the Fathers. 

•• Sic et Non, 1346 D. 
93 Abailard quotes with approval St. Jerome's commentary on Psalm 81: "' Videte 

quod dicat: qui fuerunt, non qui sunt, ut exceptis aposto!is, quodcunque aliud 
postea dicatur, abscindatur, non habeat postea auctoritatem. Quamvis ergo sanctus 
sit aliquis post apostolos. quamvis disertus sit, non habet auctoritatem. . . .' 
Non enim praejudicata doctoris opinio, sed doctrinae ratio ponderanda est, sicut 
scriptum est: Omnia probate; quod bonum est tenete. Hoc tamen de commentatori­
bus dictum est, non de canonicis Scripturis, quibus indubitatam fidem convenit 
adhibere." (Sic et Non, 1348 C-1849 A) 

•• See De Concordia PL CLVIII, 528; and De Processione, ibid., :no-6. 
•• Theol., 1802 B. 
•• Ibid., U24 B; see also Cottiaux, op. cit., pp. 287 fl. 
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He also strove for an intelligentia fidei. The question may 
therefore be posed: what was his justification for this further 
use? In one sense this was hardly a problem at alL That is 
to say, throughout the entire theological tradition from SL 
Augustine to Abailard, there was a clear affirmation of the 
necessity for reasoning. Had not SL Augustine said: "The 
discipline of disputation is extremely valuable for all sorts of 
questions that must be solved in Sacred Scripture." 97 And this 
encomium was repeated in every century afterward. Abailard 
was in the same tradition in asserting: " A thing heard from 
God but not understood, incites the hearer to inquiry!' 98 

On the other hand, this tradition also included the dictum 
of SL Gregory: " Faith has no merit in so far as it is based on 
reasoned certitude!' 99 This trenchant statement was rather a 
stumbling block for thinkers; and even in the thirteenth century 
theologians were careful to give an interpretation of iL Abailard 
commented on it in three of his works.100 The burden of his 
argument was that SL Gregory forbade us to substitute :reason 

true faith, but not forbid the use of reason based on 
presupposing faith. In other words, the motive of faith ought 
never to be conviction based on understanding-indeed that 
would not be faith at all-yet faith itself, once possessed, urges 
us on to further knowledge, " Faith has no merit in the eyes of 
God if one believes, not in God, who spoke through his saints, 
but in human :reasonings which are frequently mistaken. 0 • !' 101 

Reason, however, is not excluded altogether. "A thing heard 
from God but not understood, incites the hearer to inquiry; 
but the hearing comes first. Inquiry easily brings about under­
standing, if devotion be present." 102 Perhaps the basic reason 
for this further understanding, intelligentia, lies in the object 

97 De Doctrina ChriYtiana, U, c. 31; PL XXXIV, 53 A. 
•• Theol., 1225 C. 
•• Homilia XXVI. 
100 Trim., p. 28; Theol., 1226 A; lntr., 1050 D. The version in Cousin and Migne 

of this last text is incorrect and misleading; the matter will be treated a little 
further on, when we consider the question of Abailard's rationalism. 

101 Tkeol., H!26 A. 
10"Jbm., }2f!/) C. 
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of faith. Man is presented ·with propositions to which he is to 
give assent. If he does nothing but make the act of faith, he 
runs the risk of professing empty formulae-a strange state of 
affairs for a rational being. Thus Abailard excoriated those who 
held that the prophets did not understand their own sayings, 
and that therefore we should do likewise. "It they did not 
understand what they themselves spoke, then they were not 
wise. Therefore, if it is stupid to deny that the prophets were 
wise, it follows that they understood what they spoke." 108 

Granted that faith ought to be followed by the attempt to 
understand, the question arises as to the type of intelligentia 
fidei. Cottiaux has studied this ·question in considerable de­
tail/04 and only a brief summary of his conclusions will be given. 
In the Tractatus Abailard conceived this greater understand­
ing in a neoplatonic sense as a form of divine illumination. 
"Unless God manifest himself, our nature does not suffice to 
see him, lest we mortals, deeply stained with sin, should try 
with our petty reasonings to comprehend the incomprehen­
sible." 105 In the Theologia,106 he places this understanding 
somewhere between divine illumination and the results of pure 
dialectic, but without being very specific. However, he does 
stress the strictly analogous character of our knowledge of God. 
"We transfer words from creature to Creator by a certain 
similitude: for men made these words to designate creatures 
whom they can understand, since they wished to manifest by 
the words something they understood . . . yet man is not able 
to understand God and has not dared to express by a word that 
ineffable good." 107 Finally, in the lntroductio, he restricts 
understanding to a limited grasp of revealed propositions. " He 
reduces the intelligentia fidei to the proportions of an indirect 
knowledge of the object of faith or of a comprehension of the 
grammatical sense of the propositions of revelation." 108 

One of the most striking things about this evolution of 
thought is the restricted way in which Abailard used dialectic. 

103 lntr., 105~ C. 
10' Op. cit., pp. 588-551. 
106 Tract., p. 9:1. 

108 Theol., 1211-1~~9. 
107 Ibid., 1246 D. 
108 Cottiaux, op. cit., pp. 548-9. 
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In the first stage, granted that one must use his own faculties, 
still the intelligentia fidei is a special gift of God. In the last 
stage, dialectic is of greater importance, not as leading directly 
to the reality expressed by propositions, but as capable of 
explaining the literal meaning of these propositions. Although 
this matter is still far from clear, it is apparent that no descrip­
tion of Abailard simply as a dialectician is adequate. 

Twentieth century works on Abailard have tended more 
and more to discredit the notion that he was a rationalist. The 
question cannot be fully settled until his method is better under­
stood. However, most attempts to make him a rationalist have 
been centered on, or at least included, two of his dicta: his 
phrase astruere fidem, and the text in the Introductio, column 
1050 D in Migne. Both of these have been shown to have 
different meanings from those previously assigned to them. 
The verb astruere meant in the twelfth entury both to prove 
and to support. Although Abailard used the verb in both 
senses, the phrase astruere fidem apparently never had the 
meaning of replacing faith by demonstrative reasoning. Thus 
in the Tractatus it was connected with polemic, while in the 
Theologia it included polemic and also apologetic and devotion, 
and in the Introd~wtio there was the added note of elaboration 
and amplification.109 In short, the phrase astruere fidem, though 
difficult and variable in meaning, has no probative force in this 
question. The text in the Introductio referred to above would 
indeed be a clear affirmation of rationalism of a sort: Man 
does not believe because God has revealed something, but 
because he himself is intellectually convinced of it. However, 
investigation by Ligeard 110 has turned up the source of the 
difficulty. The original printed version of Duchesne in 1616 
contained some serious errors, and the faulty texts were repro-

10" For texts, see Cottiaux, op. cit., pp. 1!73 f. 
110 "Le rationalisme de Pierre Abelard," Recherches de science religieuse (1911), 

Il, 394. Ligeard also gives his interpretation of Abailard's notion of faith. "Au 
debut, interviendrait une demonstration strictement rationelle, oeuvre exclusive de 
!'intelligence: la grace, survenante ensuite, transformerait ce premier acte et 
engendrerait ainsi la foi surnaturelle ... " (p. 396). Such a view, however, is in 
dear contradiction to numberless texts, some of which already have been cited above. 
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duced by Cousin and Migne. There is given below a rough 
translation of the emended text; the Latin version of it may be 
found in the periodical cited. 

Could not the unbelievers, whom St. Gregory wished to lead by 
argumentation to a belief in the Resurrection, could they not retort 
by using his own principle, namely, that faith is not to be ap­
proached by reasoning .... But in fact St. Gregory never said that 
one should not use reason in matters of faith, nor, on the other 
hand, did he permit faith to be limited and controlled by human 
reason. What he did say was that faith had no merit in the eyes 
of God, if one did not accept it on the divine authority, but rather 
was pressed into believing by the force of arguments: such would 
be the case when a man believes not because God has spoken, but 
because he himself has attained a reasoned conviction. 

Such a statement is dearly in accord with the attitudes ex­
pressed elsewhere in Abailard's works: 111 reason is never a sub­
stitute for faith, but reason does have definite functions, basing 
itself upon faith. The question of his rationalism is too complex 
to be dealt with at any greater length. Although the twelfth 
century was one growth and experiment, although 
Abailard was sometimes bold in expression and not always dear 
and consistent, still it serves no purpose and is seriously mislead­
ing to speak of Abailard as a rationalist.m 

* * * * * * 
The discussion so far has concerned the principles which 

underlie Abailard's method. The method itself can now be 

111 For example: " ... perpende quisquis es quanta praesumptio sit de eo, quod 
cuncta transcendat humana, discutere ratione, nee aliter acquiescere velle, donee ea 
quae dicuntur, aut ex sensu aut ratione humana sint" (Theol., 1221 D-1224 A). 
Again, Abailard's emphasis on the analogous character of human knowledge of 
God should be noted: " Uncle in Deo null urn propriam inventionem vocabulum 
servare videtur, sed omnia quae de eo dicuntur translationibus et parabolicis 
aenigmatibus involuta sunt et per similitudinem aliquam vestigantur ex parte 
aliqua inductam, ut aliquid de illa ineffabili majestate suspicando potius quam 
intelligendo potius quam intelligendo degustemus." (Ibid., 1246 D) 

112 The question of Abailard's rationalism leads into the further question of his 
relation to later Protestant thought. For different views on this, the following may 
be consulted: J. R. McCallum, Abelard's Christian Theology (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1948), pp. 20-22, 30-44; Gonzague True, Abelard avec et sans Heloi'se (Paris: 
Fayard, 1956), pp. 55-89. 
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described and illustrated in terms of the ends for which 
dialectic was used. The first of these--apologetic and polemic­
was certainly the most traditional. This aspect of Abailard's 
works was not particularly different, either in content or 
method, from what had gone before. 

" Learn what you would teach so that you may be able to 
exhort in sacred doctrine and to vanquish those who contradict 
you." 113 This injunction of St. Jerome was quoted by Abailard 
in the Introductio,113 and suggests the basis on which apologetic 
and polemic were to be founded. No one can teach religion 
unless he himself has a solid grasp of the material. He need not 
necessarily have a profound understanding of the reality, but 
he must at least grasp the immediate meaning of God's revealed 
words. He can then establish the credibility of Christ's Church 
and show that there is nothing absurd, nothing contrary to 
reason in its doctrines. Such an apologetic occupied a relatively 
small place in Abailard's first works, but seemed to assume a 
greater importance in the later ones.114 Polemic, on the other 
hand, received considerable attention in the early works and 
then diminished in importance. In Abailard's statements of 
purpose, the refutation of the philosophers is repeatedly men­
tioned. 115 Dialectic in polemic is simply the standard ars 
disputandi-rhetoric and the logzca vetus. It was easily justified 
by authority. 

When He promised his disciples the virtue of wisdom, by which 
they could refute the arguments of their opponents, saying: " I 
will give you wisdom of speech which your adversaries will not be 
able to resist " ... clearly He promised them that armor of reasons 
by which they would be made most skillful in dispute. . . . Who 
does not know that our Lord Jesus Christ Himself bested the Jews 
in frequent disputes? 116 

In the interpretation and conciliation of texts dialectic found 
a role for itself that was certainly more original and in some 

118 lntr., 1048 D. 
•u See Cottiaux, op. cit., pp. 272 ff. 
110 See Tract., p. 29; Theol., 1227 C; lntr., 1040 A. 
118 Epistola 18; 866-866. 
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ways more important than apologetic and polemic. The Fathers 
of the Church had been concerned with the conciliation of the 
Old and New Testament. Medieval thinkers had a far greater 
task in the conciliation of the Fathers. They found themselves 
with a great quantity of materials " culled from the most 
disparate works, from all times and places, torn out of context, 
and without care for their precise meaning or perspective." 117 

The task could not be ignored, for the consensus patrum was 
essential in the understanding and elaboration of doctrine. 
From the time of Heriger of Lobbes 118 in the tenth century the 
attempt to reconcile these texts was continuous. Different 
methods were attempted. Rabanus and Erugena simply chose 
those texts which were suitable for the task at hand. Hincmar 119 

and Hugh of Reading 120 would have the authority of the 
Church be the ultimate criterion. Hugh of St. Victor looked to 
the faith itself for guidance.121 Each of these methods was 
useful, but minimaL Each left untouched the problem of under­
standing precisely what was said by the patristic texts. 

The methods used by Abaila:rd and outlined the introduc­
tion to the Sic et Non appear to derive mainly from the 
canonists. During the second hal£ of the ninth century canon 
law began to be organized according to rational methods rather 
than chronology. The classified canons, not unmixed with 
dogmatic materials, were for centuries a very convenient source 
for patristic documentation. The canonists had to face the 
problem of conciliating the texts, and by 1100 we find that 
they had worked out very clearly defined methods. Bernold 
of Constance listed the following principles: l) the context is 
to be clearly grasped; 2) there must be a comparison of texts; 
3) the circumstances of time, place and person must be ex-

117 Pare, op. cit., p. 284. 
118 De Corpore et sanguine Domini, PL CXXXIX, 186 A; and see Ghellinck, 

op. cit., pp. 60 fl. 
118 De praedestinatione, c. 4; PL CXXV, 88 C. 
120 Dialogorum VII, 1; PL CXCII, 333 A. 
121 " Disce prius breviter et dilucide, quid tenendum sit de fide Trinitatis. . . ." 

(Didascalion, VI, c. 4, p. 20 in critical edition of Charles Buttimer [Catholic Uni~ 
Yersity of America, 1939]; PL CLXXVI. 804 A). 
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amined; 5) general measures are to be distinguished from 
particular dispensations.122 An improved set of these principles 
was widely circulated in the De Consonantia Canonum of Yves 
of Chartres.123 It was only a matter of time before theologians 
began to adopt such principles. We shall see below how 
similar were those set forth by Abailard. 

If dialectic was to support the auctoritates/24 certainly these 
authorities themselves had to be understood. It was with this 
end in view that Abailard wrote the Sic et Non. " ... to collect 
various sayings of the Holy Fathers, sayings which strike us as 
containing conflicting views on certain questions, such as would 
provoke students to great efforts at inquiry and would sharpen 
their capacities by practice." 125 The conflict of authorities was 
an occasion not for scepticism but for inquiry. The principles 
of such an inquiry were to lead to a better understanding 
the texts and hence to a resolution of the conflicts. These prin­
ciples have been described as dialectical, where dialectic is used 
in a very broad sense, containing many heterodox elements. A 
prolonged study would be necessary to determine the sources 
and types of disciplines amalgamated into this instrument of 
textual analysis. Some of the principles were grammatical, some 
purely textual (authenticity, interpolations, etc.), and some 
dialectical in the sense of the logica vetus. The surprising thing 
is that some were dialectical in the strictly Aristotelian sense. 
Since Abailard did not have the logica nova, one must con­
clude that either he or the canonists or some of his contem­
poraries had arrived at the same insights and methods that one 
finds in the Topics. 

There is given below a list of the principles mentioned in the 
prologue to the Sic et Non.126 It would indeed be desirable to 

102 See De excommunicatis vitandis, PL CXLVIII, 214. 
103 PL CLXI, 47 fl. 
12' See Tract., p. 19; Theol., 1171 A; and lntr., 1039 C, 1047 A. 
125 Sic et Non, 1349 A. Various historians have claimed to see a different purpose 

behind the Sic et Non; yet no convincing proof has been offered in support of such 
conjectures, and therefore Abailard's own statement of purpose is repeated here. 
For a resume of the question, see McCallum, op. cit., pp, !JS-106. 

'""The summary used is that of Pare, op. cit., p. 2!11. 
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discuss the origins of each to see how much was derived from 
the. Patristic tradition and how much was truly original. How­
ever, such a discussion would require a great deal of research, 
which apparently has never been attempted. 

1) Words vary in meaning according to the language of the 
writer, his skill, his audience and the flexibility of his thought. 
Above all, the actual usage of words is to be considered.127 

~) Texts must be authenticated, corruptions emended, and 
interpolations removed. 

8) Meaning can be established only after comparison of one 
passage with another and with retractions; concessions to the 
taste and ideas of contemporaries must be estimated. 

4) Distinctions must be made between law and dispensation, 
universal precepts and particular decisions, laws and counsels 
of perfection. 

5) If necessary, a hierarchy of authorities is to be estab­
lished. 

The most striking thing about the principles is their spirit 
of conscious scientific inquiry. " This first key to wisdom may 
be defined as assiduous or frequent interrogation. . . . In 
doubting, we come to inquiry; through inquiry we arrive at 
truth." 128 The most fundamental principle is that words simply 
do not have a static and universal meaning: "A quick solution 
to many controversies would be at hand, if it were granted 
that the same words can mean different things in different 
authors." 1211 

The following have been considered so far as ends of dialectic: 
apologetic, polemic and the conciliation of texts. They have 
this in common that they are operations upon something 
already possessed. The doctrines of faith are presented and 
explained; they are defended against attack; they are supported 

1 " 7 "Quibus [verbis] quidem si ad doctrinam, ut oportet, loqui volumus, magis 
eorum usus quam proprietas sermonis aemulandus est, sicut et ipse grammaticae 
princeps et locutionum instructor Priscianus edocet." (Sic et Non), 1889 C. 

128 Sic et Non, 1849. 
110 Ibid., 1844 D. 
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by authorities in which their origins are revealed. Apart from 
these ends, there still remains a further confrontation of dialectic 
and the faith, one more problematic and involving search rather 
than possession. In this constructive side of dialectic, two aspects 
may be distinguislfed. First, does Abailard see dialectic as an 
instrument with which the Christian mysteries can be pene­
trated and their content further divulged? Or, on the other 
hand, is he more interested in the statement of the mysteries 
considered formally as propositions? Secondly, is dialectic to 
play a part in organizing that vast body of doctrine and rational 
elaborations of doctrine? In other words, what is the architec­
tonic factor in theology? No one has yet produced a thorough 
study of how Abailard treated these questions. We can there­
fore speak only of Abailard's general attitudes, giving particular 
examples when possible. 

With regard to the first aspect mentioned above, it is perhaps 
easier to say what Abailard was against than to say what he 
was for. He was certainly opposed to those who thought that 
the Christian mysteries should be only believed, not investi­
gated by human reasoning. Abailard's answer was simple and 
to the point: the Fathers did it; so can we. The Fathers wrote 
many tracts, for example, on the Trinity. One after another 
wrote on it; and when one broached a problem, another 
treated it still more widely/80 Human reason, therefore, could 
certainly do something with regard to the mysteries; and since 
the object, God, was the most worthy object possible, reason 
should exert itself.181 

A more difficult question arises now. Precisely what did 
Abailard wish human reason, that is, dialectic, to accomplish 
in its consideration of the mysteries? Its most basic role is 
to give some content to formularies, which would otherwise be 
empty concatenations of sounds. " The intelligentia is not 

130 See lntr., 1046 D. 
131 "At vero perpauci sunt, quibus huius scientiae secretum, immo sapientiae 

thesaurum divina revelare dignetur; quae quidem quanto subtilior est, tanto 
difficilior; quanto autem difficilior, tanto rarior; quanto autem rarior, tanto pretiosior; 
quanto pretiosior, tanto rnaioris studii digna exercitio .... " (Dialectica, p. 486) 
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therefore a way of substituting for faith vision based on demon­
stration; clearly, it is first of all the understanding of the words 
and formulas in which the faith is announced and expressed, 
and so intelligere is distinguished from the simple dicere." 132 

However, Pare would appear to be guilty of overstatement 
when he adds: " The intelligentia fidei is also and especially 
the penetration of the content of the words .... " 133 Abailard 
was indeed not opposed to arguments and illustrations which 
shed some light upon the mysteries. Yet his primary purpose 
would seem not to be the penetration of the content of the 
mysteries, but rather the relating of theological propositions and 
other forms of statement. The object studied is the propositions 
themselves-linguistic artifacts susceptible of analysis accord­
ing to the rules of grammar and dialectic. Once the proposition 
has been scrutinized with regard to the text (authenticity, etc.), 
and the meaning of the words (taken individuaUy) explained, 
then dialectic enters in. " It explains the dogma, either by 
showing the equivalence of formulas by the rules on the exten­
sion of predicates and subjects, or in finding for it analogies 
in objects which require similar modes of speech. In both these 
ways, it proves the firm foundation of the faith without discuss­
ing its object. The method of Abailard, therefore, does not 
presuppose an intrinsic knowledge of the mystery!' 134 

Some examples will serve to clarify these assertions. Abailard 
discusses the question of whether one may say that God existed 
before the world and will exist after The problem is basically 
the grammarian's problem of the consignification of verbs. 
"When \Ve transfer any words to the singular divine nature, 
we must draw them into a certain singular signification and 
construction .... Since God transcends all things ineffably, is 
it to be wondered at that he exceeds words of human 
making? " 135 

A more dialectical example would be his treatment of the 
Trinity in the Theologia Christiana. From among the many 

u• Pare, op. cit., p. 810. 
'""Ibid. 

... Cottiaux, op. cit., p. 822. 
135 Theol., 1245 II, C. 
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questions there discussed, one will be singled out and the 
various elements of his solution shown. The question is this: 
is it correct to say that the Father is the Son? First, Abailard 
introduces an analogy-a waxen image and the wax of which 
it is made. Are these the same or different? " The materia and 
the materiatum are the same in number, yet they do not share 
their properties." 136 For the wax itself is not the image (the 
wax is not made from itself) ; and the image is not its own 
material, since nothing is a constitutent part of itself or natu­
rally prior to itself. Therefore, the wax and the waxen :image 
are the same essence, but their properties are distinct. Next, 
he points out that this is a special case of a general rule in 
dialectic. " If we take the words ' wax ' and ' waxen image ' 
absolutely, it is permitted to join them together by predication 
on account of their identity of substance. . . . But if we take 
these words relatively, as materia and materiatum, or con­
stituent and constituted, or cause and effect, or generating and 
generated, then it is not permitted to join them in predication 
according to their properties." 137 Abailard then considers the 
Trinity in the light of these rules and shows that we use 
predication in an analogous way there. "And by the same 
rule applied to the divine persons, the Father is not the Son 
(for then God the Father would be generated by himself), 
nor is the Son the Father (for then God the Son would generate 
h. lf) "138 1mse .... 

During this discussion, Abailard brings in from time to time 
other dialectical rules and shows how they relate to this one.139 

He also makes in passing a methodological comment that would 
support the interpretation given above of his treatment of the 
mysteries. He remarks: " When a question is put :regarding 
words-that is, whether a word is taken to mean this or that 
(as in this passage, for example, we ask why it cannot truly be 
said that the Father is the Son) -then the whole controversy 
is to be referred ad vim verborum." 140 It may be concluded, 

136 Ibid., 1248 B, C. 
137 Ibid., 1288 C, D. 
138 Ibid., 1290 A. 

139 See, for example, 1277 A, B, C. 
u• Theol., 1273 C. 
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then, that Abailard's end in the investigation of mysteries is 
not to substitute demonstration for them, and not primarily to 
deduce new knowledge by a penetration of their content. What 
he attempts is to give a logical justification for the formulas in 
which the mysteries are expressed, to show their continuity 
with dialectic.141 

The second and final aspect of Abailard's dialectic considered 
as inventive has to do with the structure of theology. Here 
Abailard was less a striking innovator than a participant in an 
evolutionary process. We have mind the evolution away 
from exegesis of texts toward a consideration of specific prob­
lems or topics, and ultimately toward the summa-the body 
significant theological problems, arranged and related according 
to principles. 

The evolution of literary forms has been studied by many 
authors/42 and only the briefest outline need be given here. The 
pedagogical system of the lectio underwent continual elabora­
tion until it finally gave way to a more topical method 
presentation, The lectio contained introductory remarks about 
the author and the text to be considered, which led into the 
exposition of the text. According to Hugh of St. Victor, the 
expositio contained three elements: littera, sensus, and sent~ 
entia. The first concerned the syntax of the text; the second, 
its immediate meaning; the third, some problematic passage, 
of which a brief discussion was given.143 Gradually these dis­
cussions or opinions came to be collected apart from the 
original text (though following the same order) and thus 
constituted a discussion of problems for their own sake. Just 
at this point the logica nova began to circulate in Europe and 
it proved a powerful instrument as the quaestio achieved 
complete independence from textual commitments. The further 
development toward the disputatio, the quaestio disputata and 
the summa came after Abailard and need not be discussed here. 

Abailard, as mentioned above, was but one figure in this 

141 See Cottiaux, op. cit., p. 8UlL 
149 See works already cited by Grabmann, Pare, Ghellin.ck, etc, 
148 Didascalion III, c. 9. 
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lengthy process. One finds in him both the old and the new. 
His Dialectica is not a speculative study of a subject matter, 
but rather, at least in its form, a commentary on Boethius. On 
the other hand, the I ntroductio is an original work: specific 
problems organized according to the author's principles. It 
is organized into three sections: faith, charity, and the sacra­
ments. Faith is treated first because of its priority in the 
Christian life; and within the section, God, the ultimate prin­
ciple, is treated fi.rst.144 Again, one should note the limited 
scope of Abailard's efforts. There is no attempt to organize 
theology on the model of Aristotelian sciences, such as one 
finds in some of his contemporaries 145 and especially in the 
thirteenth century. 

CoNcLuSION 

As was suggested in the Introduction, the primary conclusion 
to be drawn from this survey is that a great deal of research is 
needed. Few authors have given more than passing notice to 
the various points that have been touched upon. Not until 
a great deal more work has been done, and from a variety of 
points of view, can any greater certainty be achieved. Dialectic 
in some sense has always been a part of theological method. 
Yet, as has been shown, dialectic has assumed a great variety 
of meanings even in the limited period under consideration. 
In some cases the meaning given it by one author was repre­
sentative of his age; in others, particularly in Abailard, the term 
must be understood in function of an individual. Serious 
historical study which allows for such complexity is indeed 
needed if dialectic is to be used fruitfully in modern theology. 

St. Anselm's Priory, 
Washingttm, D. C. 

DoM DUNsTAN HAYDEN, 0. S. B. 

1 " " Ac primum de fide, quae naturaliter caeteris .prior est, tamquam bonorum 
omnium fundamentum." " Primo itaque hanc fidei summam ponamus, de unitate 
scilicet ac trinitate divina; deinde positam, prout Dominus dederit · disseramus."' 
(lntr., 984 B and 987 A) 

105 We have in mind Gilbert, William of Conches and Thierry ol Chartres. See 
Clerval, op. cit., pp. 246 ff; and Chenu, " Une essai de methode theologique au XII• 
alecle," Jtevull de Sciences pkilosopbique et tkeologique, XXIV (1!985) ~ ~J,>' ~8-26:1: .. 



THE TWO SCEPTICISMS IN HOME'S TREATISE 

MONG the many anomalies of Hume's thought one of 
the most striking is the contrast between the limited, 
philosophical scepticism which Hume set out to defend 

at the beginning of the Treatise and the radical scepticism 
which he was forced to admit at the end of the first book of 
the Treatise. In the first three parts of Book One (and more 
implicitly than explicitly in the second and third books) Hume 
is sceptical of all attempts to construct a rational metaphysics. 
He insists that custom and association alone explain our natural 
certitudes, and that any rational (i.e., strictly logical) ex­
planation of them is foredoomed to failure. He tells us that we 
must accept our natural certitudes and be sceptical of any 
rational explanation of them. But in the fourth part of Book 
One Hume's argumentation leads him to a much different 
conclusion; there he finds that, as a philosopher, he must reject 
even our natural certitudes.1 

For years this second position, that of radical scepticism, 
was considered the essential element of Hume's thought. With 
this as their premise, Hume's critics suppressed the positive 
elements of the first position, especially his trust in our natural 
judgments-the naturalism which has been so much emphasized 
in recent years/ and found that the Hume who. remained was 
easily refuted. He was the complete sceptic, who used reason 
to deny reason, and built up complex arguments to show that 

1 Hume himself was aware of the anomaly of this position. Early in part four of 
the first book of the Treatise he tells us: " I begun this subject with premising that 
we ought to have an implicit faith in our senses. . . . But to be ingenuous, I feel 
myself at present ... more inclin'd to repose no faith at all in my senses .... " I, 
iv, 2 (T, 217) [I, iv, :2 =Treatise, Book One, Part Four, Section Two; T =the 
Selby-Bigge edition of the Treatise.] 

• Kemp Smith is most responsible for the re-interpretation of Hume. His articles, 
"The Naturalism of Hume," Mind, N. S. XIV (1905), 149-73 and 33.5-347 and his 
The Philosophy of David flume (Edinburgh and London, 1941) are required reading 
for any serious student of Hume. 
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no arguments are valid. Convinced that this was the real 
Hume, the critics dismissed everything else in his writings as 
inconsistency or as the clever dissembling of a revolutionary 
who preferred to tone down his statements rather than enrage 
popular opinion. Recent study of Hume has seen that this 
simplistic view does not do justice to the complexity of Hume's 
thought, and various attempts have been made to re-evaluate 
Hume on the basis of the positive as well as the negative 
elements of the Treatise and Enquiry.8 

But although this revaluation has led to a discussion of the 
contrasts inHume's thought, most of the work done on Hume's 
twofold scepticism has considered the relations between the two 
fully developed theories and the possibility or impossibility of 
reconciling the two. Not enough attention has been paid to 
the inner development of Hume's thought and to the interest­
ing problem of why Hume himself in the fourth part of Book 
One of the Treatise felt obliged to abandon his naturalism and 
accept a much more radical scepticism. It is the purpose of 
this study to show that an investigation of this problem of 
why Hume himself passed from one scepticism to the other can 
throw much light on the nature of the Treatise itself and can 
enable us to distinguish a number of separate questions which 
Hume failed to distinguish. When we have sorted out these 
questions, we will be able to point out the source of a series of 
confusions which forced Hume to change the original question 
and pose a new problem which never would have arisen had he 
not abandoned his initial design. 

The key to the solution of this problem lies in Hume's dis­
tinction between knowledge and belief. This is the thread 
which goes through the first book of the Treatise, and it is 
Hume's inability to give a satisfactory account of this distinc­
tion which, in our contention, explains his radical scepticism. 
To see that this is so we need only follow him step by step 
through the first book of the Treatise as he gradually (and for 

8 Perhaps the most penetrating of these is J. Passmore's Httme's Intentions 
(Cambridge, 1952), a dense little book which discusses the several themes of Hume's 
thought. 
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the most part seemingly unconsciously) introduces the con­
fusions which bring him face to face with a problem different 
from that which he set out to discuss, and force him into the 
sceptical conclusion of the fourth part of the first book of the 
Treatise. 

To avoid confusion we must treat two aspects of this problem 
separately. First we must look into Hume's division of the 
objects of knowing and believing into " relations of ideas " and 
" matters of fact," 4 and then study the distinction between 
knowing and believing. We have to treat the question of 
objects first because Hume himself takes this as the more 
basic fact and distinguishes the acts of knowing and believing 
because he is convinced that their objects are distinct. Thus, 
much that is pertinent to the discussion of knowledge and 
belief is given to us in Hume's account of their objects. Follow­
ing Hume's lead, then, we shall first discuss what he has to say 
about the objects of knowledge and belief. Then, in the second 
part of this article we shall discuss the distinction between 
knowledge and belief. In the third part we shall attempt to 
show how the manner in which Hume handles these two 
problems explains the new type of scepticism which he intro­
duces at the end of the first book of the Treatise. 

I 

Hume's division of the objects of cognition into " relations of 
ideas " and " matters of fact " is fundamental to his thought. 
With it he wants to propose a new philosophy, one which 
restricts metaphysical speculation, and so also " knowledge," 
to the abstract study of the relations between ideas, and which 
establishes a system of natural certitudes or beliefs. This 
system of beliefs will be non-metaphysical in the sense that it 
is not interested in " natures " or " essences " but only in a 
description of our beliek Since it avoids the speculation of 

• This disjunction is stated most clearly in the Enquiry, Section Four, Part One 
(E, 25) : "All the objects of human reason or enquiry may naturally be divided into 
two kinds, to wit, Relations of Ideas, and Matters of Fact." Cf. also Treatise, I, 
iii, 7 (T, 94) and HI, i, 1 (T, 463). [E = Selby-Bigge's edition of the Enqui,·ies.] 
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earlier thinkers, it will escape the contradictions which down 
the ages have plagued even the most perspicacious framers of 
philosophical systems. Instead of a primi speculations, Hume 
intends to use " careful and exact experiments and the observa­
tion of those particular effects, which result from its [the mind's 1 
different circumstances and situations." 5 This is the new " sci­
ence of J\fAN," 6 which refuses to go beyond experience, but 
which will nevertheless be " a compleat system of the sciences, 
built on a foundation almost entirely new, and the only one 
on which they can stand with any security." 7 The introduction 
to the TTeatise tingles with the excitement of discovery as 
Hume outlines his program. He is convinced that he at last 
has found a way to keep to the facts and eliminate metaphysical 
speculation, to deal with the facts of the world about us and our 
natural mental operations without chasing the will-o-the-wisp 
which is the " essence " of our mind or of things.8 In a word, 
he will analyze our beliefs without trying to turn them into 
knowledge. 

The young Hume, however, was a bit in adopting his 
disjunction between relations of ideas and matters of fact, 
for the latter turn out to be unfortunately ambiguous. As 
MacNabb points out, a matter of fact can be " (a) a propo­
sition whose contradictory is intelligible (a synthetic propo­
sition) and (b) a proposition which asserts the existence of 
some object (an existential proposition)." 9 Hume's failure 
to see this is a fundamental confusion and one which was 
bound to cause trouble, for it committed Hume to consider 
all propositions about relations of ideas as exclusively analytic, 
and so all knowledge (in his strict sense) as exclusively analytic. 
For if matters of fact include synthetic as well as existential 
propositions, all that is _left for relations of ideas are analytic, 
non-existential propositions. That analytic propositions are 
non-existential had been the contention of empirical philoso-

• Introduction to the Treatise (T, xxi). 
• Ibid., (T, xix). 
• D. C. G. MacNabb, David Hume, His 

(London, 1951), p. 45 note. 

'Ibid., (T, xx). 
• ibid., ( T, xxi). 

Theory of Knowledge and Morality 
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phers from Aristotle down through his Arabian and scholastic 
disciples to Locke and Berkeley. They agreed that knowledge 
of the relations of ideas, of itself, tells us nothing about the real 
existing world. They did not, however, say that there could be 
no synthetic knowledge. In his denial of this Hume goes beyond 
his less :radically empirical predecessors. 

But although Hume wants all knowledge to be analytic, he 
is not so sure that ha wants it to be non-existentiaL For since 
in his view aU ideas are derivative of impressions, they do tell 
us something about the existence of their correlates. At least 
we can say that there is an impression, existing now or formerly, 
from which each idea is derived.10 What this " existence " 
means, however, is another question. Most of the time it is 
the impression which exists for Hume. But ideas " exist " just 
as much as impressions, and so Hume is led to consider impres­
sions and ideas as two more or less parallel series of existents. 
This gives him a double existence which will come back to 
haunt him. For if his " relations of ideas " versus " matters of 
fact " disjunction is to make sense, the relations ideas must 
be between the content of ideas and prescind from their 
" reality " in any existential sense. But Hume never realized 
the importance of this view of the disjunction. Very frequently 
he wants to consider ideas as existents, or at least as including 
existence. Thus, he tells us that nothing we imagine is ab­
solutely impossible and that everything we perceive includes 
the idea of possible existence.11 Although this could stand 
if it were taken to mean that our ideas prescind from actual 
existence, Hume, at times at least, understands it in a strange 
way. While denying that we have a separate idea of existence/2 

he introduces existence into all our ideas by suppressing their 
representative character and making all ideas existing ideas. 
We either have a perception or we do not, he tells us, and it 
makes no sense to say that we have a non-existent perception.13 

10 Treatise, I, i, 1 (T, 3). 
11 Ibid., I, ii, 2 and 4 (T, 32 and 43); I, iii, 6 (T, 89); I, iv, 5 (T, 233). 
12 Appendix to Treatise (T, 623) and I, iii, 7 (T, 94). 
13 Treatise, I, ii, 6 ( T, 66) . 
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"The idea of existence then is the same with the idea of what 
we conceive to be existent," 14 and " whatever we conceive we 
conceive to be existent." 15 This makes it impossible for us to 
conceive non-existence by means of perceptions, and since 
Hume reduces all judgments to perceptions/6 it would seem to 
make any conception of non-existence impossible. For, as Pass­
more says, it " would involve thinking simultaneously of an idea 
as existing (the fact) and as non-existing (the negation)." 17 

But even apart from such contradictions, which Hume might 
find some way to avoid, this method of considering ideas plays 
havoc with his disjunction between ideas and matters of fact. 
For if ideas are to be called existents, and all judgments about 
existents are to 'be judgments about matters of fact, ideas thus 
become matters of fact. And it would seem that relations 
between the matters of fact which are ideas should not be 
different from the relations between other matters of fact. But 
the whole point of Hume's distinction between relations of 
ideas and matters of fact was to make it possible to distinguish 
between relations of ideas, which were supposed to be analyti­
cal, and relations of matters of fact, which we learn from 
experience.. And if it is impossible to distinguish these two 
kinds of relation, it is consequently impossible to distinguish 
between knowledge and belief. 

If we approach this distinction between relations of ideas 
and matters of fact from a different angle and ask what con­
cretely Hume meant by relations of ideas and by matters of 
fact, we find that the distinction between the two is just as 
elusive. Hume took it so much for granted that everybody 
knew what he meant by relations of ideas-he thought he was 
using the term in the then current philosophical sense-that 
he hardl~- does more than list them: " These four are re­
semblance, contrariety, degrees in quality, and proportions in 
quantity or number." 18 On the face of it these are logical 

"Ibid. 
'"Ibid. (T, 67). 
18 Treatise, III, i, 1 (T, 456); I, iii, 7 (T, 96-97 note). 
11 Hume's Intentions, 27. 18 Treatise I, iii, 1 (T, 70). 
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relations between the content of various ideas, but in the only 
study which he made of the relations of ideas, his abortive 
attempt to explain space and time/9 Hume's inability to decide 
whether he is studying logical relations, which can be known 
analytically, or spatial and temporal relations learned from 
experience, hamstrung him and led to his peculiar theory of 
non-extended points, which added together produce extension, 
and non-durational instants, which added together produce 
duration.20 In the end it is impossible to say whether these 
relations are logical or factual, and whether the ideas involved 
are " ideas " or " matters of fact." 

Similarly, when we seek to determine concretely what are 
matters of fact, Hume gives us no clear answer. For besides 
confusing synthetic with existential propositions, as we have 
seen, he never seems to have clearly determined what he wants 
to be the object of belief, or exactly what it is he wants to 
exisL If, as T. H. Green did,21 we were to take Hume literally 
at his word when he is speaking in his most sensationalistic and 
sceptical vein,22 we should conclude that all exists is a 
stream of atomized impressions, and that these are the only 
real " matters of fact." This would make everything else 
fictitious and would limit our legitimate belief to belief in a 
stream of impressions. All our other beliefs-prescinding for 
the moment from the oddity of having other beliefs, if all 
that exists is a stream of impressions-all these beliefs would 
be illusions, illegitimate extensions of true belief. This is Green's 
conclusion. Hume, however, has too keen a sense of reality to 
draw such a conclusion himself. For him, belief is almost always 
belief in existing objects, and even when he is explaining his 
theory of ideas, he insists that we believe in objects. He can do 
this because he confuses perception and object,23 and so can 

'"Ibid., I, ii, l-5 (T, 26-65). 
""For a study and criticism of this theory cf. Kemp Smith, The Philosophy of 

David Hume, 288-90, or Passmore, llume's Intentions, lll-113. 
21 In his introduction to the Treatise in the Green-Grose edition of Hume's works 

(London, 1874) vol. 1, pp. 161-68. 
•• E. g., Treatise, I, ii, 6 (T, 67-68); I, iii, 5 (T, 84); I, iv, 2 (T, 210); etc. 
23 Cf. Treatise, I, iv, 2 (T, 202) where the confusion is quite deliberate. 
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pass from one to the other, now predicating something of our 
perceptions, now predicating it of things. 

This confusion is not critical in the first three sections of the 
first book of the Treatise because there Hume presumes the 
validity of our natural judgments. But even here, as Passmore 
notes: 

To make sense of Hume's theories, indeed we must read " things " 
for "impressions," and "empirical propositions " for "beliefs"; it 
is things which are constantly conjoined; it is propositions, not 
"ideas," which are " associated with" the observations we have 
made.24 

It is only in the fourth part of the first book, when Hume 
finds that objects and perceptions have conflicting properties,25 

that he is faced with the dilemma which is the proximate cause 
of his scepticism. 

Such then is the ambiguous state of " matters of fact " and 
" relations of ideas " in the Treatise. Since, however, this is 
not the main point of our study, there is no need to point out 
the further complications in the theory.26 It is enough if we 
have shown the inadequacy of the distinction and the more 
important confusions involved. To these we shall return in the 
third section. 

II 

The second part of our discussion is more complicated, for 
when we pass from the objects to acts of knowing and believing, 
the first thing which strikes us is that our very division of 
cognitive acts into knowing and believing is premature. For 
Burne's first division, in Part Three of the Treatise, gives us 
not knowledge and belief, but knowledge and probability.27 

Later on,28 Hume will tell us that at this point he wanted to 

24 Hume's Intentions, 158. 
•• Treatise, I, iv, 2 (T, 212). 
•• Many studies of Hume consider this problem. The solutions usually involve 

substantial modifications and/or expansions of Hume's ideas. Cf., for example, Kemp 
Smith, The Philosophy of David Hume, 856-57. 

21 Treatise, I, iii, 2 (T, 69sq.). 
•• Ibid., I. iii, 1 (T, 124). 
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use probability to include all our arguments from causes and 
effects, but that the more accurate distinction would be tri­
partite: knowledge, proofs, and probabilities. 

The matter, however, is not as simple as Hume thought. 
There are two problems here which Hume seems unable to 

. separate. In one he wants to distinguish two kinds of certitude, 
and in the other various degrees of certitude.29 The confusion 
centers around the meaning of " probable." When Hume dis­
tinguishes probability from knowledge, he frequently means 
to distinguish natural from philosophical certitude, or to use 
his more common expression, certitudes about matters of fact 
from certitudes about relations of ideas.80 Here there is no 
difference of degree between the two certitudes. Both result 
in full conviction, but one is certitude of the knowledge type 
and the other is certitude of the belief type. In these contexts 
the motive for the second kind of certitude is a " probable 
reason." At other times, however, a " probable reason " can 
be one which does not remove all hesitation. Then the propo­
sition may concern relations of ideas or matters of fact.31 In such 
contexts " proofs " will give full certitude about matters of fact, 
and " knowledge " will give full certitude about relations of 
ideas, whereas " probable reasons " produce only partial certi­
tude. In the third section I shall try to show how this am­
biguity concerning probability played an important role in the 
development of the scepticism of the fourth part of the first 
book of the Treatise. 

But to get on with our consideration of knowing and believ­
ing, let us see what Hume means by knowing, as a psychological 
phenomenon. Ordinarily he distinguishes knowing from believ­
ing by distinguishing their objects, and we have seen how 
difficult it is to apply this distinction. In his discussion of 

•• In sectioris one and two of Part Three of the first hook Hume is distinguishing 
kinds of certitude. In section one he is also dealing with probability (lack of 
convincing evidence) in relations of ideas; in sections eleven and twelve he is 
'considering this probability in matters of fact. 

•• E. g., Treatise, I, iii, 6 (T, 89); I, iii, ~ (T, 69sq.); I, iii, 12 (T, 140). 
•• Cf. sv:pra, note !1!9. 
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knowing and believing themselves, Hume gives the clearest 
distinction between the two when he contrasts knowing and 
believing as thinking and feeling.32 But although he says a 
good deal about what he means by feeling, as we shall see in a 
moment, he gives no description of knowing, as such. Some­
times he wants to say that knowing is consciously having an 
image of an impression (or object) .33 This is correlative to his 
notorious theory of ideas, and, like it, is left in the background 
when Hume is discussing knowledge of objects and of relations. 
In these discussions there seems to be no difference (as far as 
the kind of act is concerned) between knowing an idea and 
feeling an impression. Both are awareness of the other as other. 
And Hume himself would seem to say as much when he makes 
the difference between knowing and feeling merely a difference 
of force and vivacity.34 

If knowing is left unexplained, almost too much is said 
about belief. Hume gives us an official definition of :it in his 
oft quoted: "Belief may be most accurately defin'd, A LIVELY 

IDEA RELATED TO OR ASSOCIATED WITH A PRESENT IMPRESSION." 35 

But, much as Hume likes this definition, it is not broad enough 
to cover everything he wants to classify as belief. It can refer 
only to inferential certitudes, and Hume, sometimes at least, 
wants belief to cover the feeling of " an immediate impression 
or a repetition of that impression in the memory." 36 The 
difficulty is, of course, that in the long discussions of belief in 
the third and fourth parts of the first book of the Treatise Hume 
is considering only beliefs which fall into the causal patte:rn, 
that is, beliefs which are derived from convictions resulting 
from direct observations. Thus Passmore can say: " The ques­
tion he really has before him is not • What is believing?' but 
rather this: • Granted that our impressions are " real," what 
else is "real"?'" 37 And Price is right when he says that 
Hume never treats of belief, as such, but always of one kind of 

32 Treatise, I, i, 1 (T, l-2). 
•• Ibid., I, i, l (T, l-2 and 6); I, i, 7 (T 19); I; ii, l (T, 27); etc. 
••Ibid., I, i, l (T, 2); I, i, 7 (T, l!l). •• Ibid., I, iii, 5 (T, 86). 
•• Ibid., I, iii, 7 (T, 96). 37 llume's Intentions, p. 100. 
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belief, limiting it to the inductively learned cause-effect type of 
belief, which his billiard ball example typifies.38 It is this 
concentration on inferential certitudes which encourages Kemp 
Smith to suggest .. de facto awareness" as a mean between 
belief and knowledge,39 and leads G. E. Moore to think that 
Hume means to say that we know objects of direct obser­
vation.40 

Despite this ambiguity Hume tries valiantly to explain what 
he means by the feeling which is belief. He says that conceiving 
a proposition and believing it cannot differ by their content­
the imaginary horse and its real counterpart are perfect twins. 
The only difference must be in " the manner of our conceiving 
them," 41 and this must be a difference of feeling. Insofar as 
Hume is saying that we can distinguish in our consciousness 
between the state of mind in which we think about an imagin­
ary horse and that in which we think about one which is real 
(existing) , what he says is dear enough. But whether we 
should call this difference one of feeling is a different question. 
The primary analogate of feeling is sensation, and especially 
the sensations of pain and pleasure. Since this is so, Hume is 
lured into the trap of thinking that belief is on almost the same 
level as having a toothache or enjoying a chocolate bar. He 
says in so many words that belief is "a species of sensation," 42 

and that it is " more properly an act of the sensitive, than of 
the cogitative part of our natures." 43 Conversely, however, if 
belief is feeling, can reason be anything else? The logic of 
Hume's thought allows him no real distinction between the 
two, and so at the end of the first book of the Treatise he admits 
that he must avow that reason, too, is only feeling.44 

38 Hume's Theory of the External World (Oxford, 1940), p. 17. 
39 The Philosophy of David Hume, p. 356. 
•• Philosophical Studies (London, 192!11), p. 148cq. 
n Treatise, I, iii, 7 (T, 96). 
•• ibid. I, iii, 8 (T, 103). 
43 Ibid., I, iv, 1 (T, 183). 
« " After the most accurate and exact of my reasonings, I can give no reason 

why I shou'd assent to it; and feel nothing but a strong propensity to consider 
objects strongly in that view, under which they appear to me." I, iv, 7 (T, 265). 
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In the Appendix to the Treatise Hume admits to dissatis­
faction with his descriptions of belief, 45 and tries again to clarify 
the notion of belief. He says there that it is " impossible to 
explain perfectly this feeling or manner of conception," 46 but 
he feels that there is no better answer than the one he had given 
in the body of the Treatise. His difficulty is only that of giving 
a clear description of the feeling which is belief. He sees nothing 
wrong with making belief a kind of sensation, nor even with 
.reducing reason to feeling. It is merely a question of how to 
formulate his description. 

Such hesitations, however, did nothing to shake Hume's con­
viction that he had hit upon the explanation of how belief 
works. This is the theme of the third part of the first book of 
the Treatise. The importance of this discussion is all too easily 
overlooked, for it is in elaborating the mechanism of belief 
that Hume makes the concessions which lead him into the 
sceptical impasse of the fourth part of the first book. 

When we speak of the mechanism of belief, we are of neces­
sity talking about beliefs the inferential type, since non­
inferential belief in an impression of sense or memory can be 
only a brute fact. In such belief, impressions are more forceful 
and so accepted as real. We cannot question how this happens, 
but only accept it as a fact.47 The mechanism of belief, on the 
other hand, is designed to take us beyond our actual impressions 
and beyond the objects of memory to the object of the " judg­
ment." 48 For it is judgment which " peoples the world, and 
brings us acquainted with such existences, as by their removal 
in time and place, lie beyond the reach of the senses and 
memory." 49 By means of judgment we build up our world and 
give it a history. And the mechanism of belief is the system of 
connections and inferences by which we construct this world. 

Hume first explains the mechanism of belief in the context 

•• Appendix to Treatise (T, 628). 
•• Ibid. (T, 629). 
01 Treatise, I, l, 2 (T, 7); I, iii, 5 (T, 84); I, iv, 2 (1', 190); ete. 
•• Ibid., I, iii, 9 (T, 108). 
•• Ibid. 
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of his discussion of our reasonings concerning cause and effect. 
The role of association and custom in the formation of our 
beliefs is too well known for u.s to need to spend much time 
explaining how they operate."0 But it is important to note a 
gradual change which Hume makes in his explanations. Early 
in the discussion he tells us that belief "arises immediately, 
without any new operation of the reason or imagination," 51 

and is nothing but " a species of sensation." 52 As he goes on, 
Hume has to make room for beliefs which arise from a single 
experience. To justify such beliefs he appeals to a custom 
which is produced "in an oblique and artificial manner," 53 

and supplements our single experience. This means that we sub­
sume our present experience under the general law, "that like 
objects, plac'd in like circumstances, will always produce like 
effects." 5 ' We have "many millions [of experiments] to con-. 
vince us " of the validity of this principle, " and as this principle 
has established itself by sufficient custom, it bestows an evi­
dence and firmness on any opinion to which it can be applied." 55 

We may whether association can work in such a 
complicated way with these beliefs and make the proper 
generalization, but the task becomes even more difficult when 
Hume admits that we have unjustified beliefs. For 

a present impression and a ct!stomary transition are now no longer 
necessary to enliven our ideas. Every chimera of the brain is as 
vivid and intense as any of those inferences, which we formerly 
dignified with the name of conclusions concerning matters of fact, 
and sometimes as the present impressions of the senses."" 

This is perhaps an exaggeration, for in the Appendix Hume 
gives a new paragraph to be inserted at this point. In it he 
suggests that there is a great difference between poetical 
enthusiasm and serious conviction, and that " the great differ­
ence in their feeling proceeds in some measure from reflexion 

5° Cf. Treatise, I, iii, 8 (T, 90sq.) for Hume's discussion of this. 
51 Treatise, I, iii, 8 (T, 10£). "'Ibid. (T, 105). 
52 Ibid. ( T, 103) . •• Ibid. 
•• Ibid. "" libid., I, iii, 10 (T, 1 't3J. 
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and general rules." 57 Yet how association and custom could 
make use of re:flexion and general rules he does not say. 

From this point on Hume's custom and association become 
very intelligent. Besides being able to use general rules, they 
can also weigh the probabilities of chances and causes, 58 apply a 
set of rules by which to judge of causes and effects,59 and direct 
the instinctive activity of animals.60 It is true, of course, that 
it is in these discussions that Hume puts the most extreme 
demands on association in its most mechanical form, and it is 
here that his appeals to association have the least plausibility.61 

However, the striking thing is that insofar as association ex­
plains why we believe in such situations, it involves a reflective 
process which is much more than the associative mechanism 
which Hume had in mind when he began his discussion of belief. 
Now we have rules for evaluating evidence and for determining 
whether to accept testimony and other evidence which is in­
sufficient, of itself, to produce the associative type of belief. In 
a word, association has become intelligent. 

Another supplement to the associative mechanism appears 
in Hume's frequent appeals to native "propensities " of the 
mind to explain various features of his theory of belief. The 
gradual introduction of these tendencies is one of the most 
significant features of Hume's thought, for it shows how feeble 
association is without outside help. 

Hume's first propensity is innocent enough. It is simply 
"that propensity, which custom produces, to pass from an 
object to its usual attendant." 62 The next propensity is less 
obviously legitimate and considerably more ambiguous. It is 

67 Appendix to the Treatise (T, 681). 
58 Treatise, I, iii, 11 and l!t (T, 124sq.). 
59 Ibid., I, iii, 15 ( T, 178sq .) . 
•• Ibid., I, iii, 16 (T, 176sq.). 
81 Two extreme examples are (1) our expectation that nineteen out of twenty 

ships will return from a voyage because one in twenty have been lost on other 
voyages, and (2) our stopping short of a river because of the association between 
water, sinking, and suffocation. (Treatise, I, iii, 11 (T, 184) and I, iii, 8 (T, 108-
04)). The applications of association here are ingenious but hardly plausible. 

•• Treatise, I, iii, 14 (T, 165). 
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the tendency of the mind to " spread itself on external objects, 
and to conjoin with them any internal impressions they occa­
sion, and which always make their appearance at the same time 
that these objects discover themselves to the senses." 63 We are 
already far from mere differences of force and vivacity in ideas. 
But we are only beginning. To explain why we postulate a 
greater regularity in objects than we find in our perceptions 
Hume finds a new propensity, a kind of inertia of the imagina­
tion, which "when set into any train of thinking, is apt to 
continue even when its object fails it. . . ." 64 Even this, 
however, while it fills all the " gaps," 65 does not explain our 
attribution of identity to the stream of perceptions. To accom­
plish this Hume finds it "a general rule that whatever ideas 
place the mind in the same dispoJ>ition or in similar ones, are 
very apt to be confounded." 66 This still tells us only why we 
" feign" continued existence. To get actual belief Hume 
appeals to yet another propensity: 

The mind falls so easily from one perception to the other, that it 
scarce perceives the change, but retains in the second a considerable 
share of the vivacity of the first. It is excited by the lively impres­
sion; and this vivacity is convey'd to the related idea ... by reason 
of the smooth transition and the propensity of the imagination.67 

It is because of this that we accept the continued existence of 
body.68 Furthermore, this propensity is so strong that we 
transfer the vivacity even to objects " which are perfectly new 
to us, and even of w:tiose constancy and coherence we have no 
experience," 69 and beyond this even to objects of which we 
have no present impression from which to transfer the vi­
vacity.70 These propensities would seem enough to construct 

•• Ibid., (T, 167). 
60 lbid., I, iv, 2 (T, 198). 
65 Professor Price suggests this term in llume's Theory of the External World, p. 

83 and uses it to advantage throughout his book. 
06 Treatise, I, iv, 2 (T, 203). At other times Hume tells us that we cannot be 

mistaken about the nature of our perceptions. Cf. ibid. (T, 190). 
67 Ibid. ( T, 208) . 69 Ibid. 
•• Ibid. (T, 209). 70 Ibid. (T, 210). 
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almost anything we would wish, but Hume adds a final 
tendency which lets us add even new relations" "We have a 
strong propensity to compleat every union [of ideas] by joining 
new relations to those which we have before observ'd betwixt 
ideas"" 11 

The upshot of all this is that Hume "can now draw upon 
an unsystematized list of propensities, gradually accumulated 
in the course of the Treatise; without their aid the associative 
' cement ' would immediately crumble into sand"" 72 But the 
help which Hume gets from these propensities is counter­
balanced by the harm they do, opening as they do the door to 
all sorts of illegitimate beliefs. In fact, in the final stage they 
reduce everything, even understanding and :reason, to instinct; 
for Hume finds that " reason is nothing but a wonderful and 
unintelligible instinct of our souls." 73 And .at the end of the 
first book of the Treatise he confesses: 

After the most accurate and exact of my reasonings, I can give no 
reason why I shou'd assent to it; and feel nothing but a strong 
propensity to consider objects strongly in that view under which 
they appear to me. " " . The memory, senses, and understanding 
are therefore, all of them founded on the imagination or the vivacity 
of our ideas.14 

We have come a long way from custom and association. 
The development of Hume's thought would seem to be 

something like this: He formulates his theory of belief as a 
transfer of force and vivacity of ideas by means of custom 
and association, but soon finds that it is much too narrow to 
include all our beliefs. De facto, we do go beyond " experience," 
especially in the narrow sense of " experience " to which Hume 
wants to restrict himself when he is faithful to his theory of 
:ideas. At the very least we think of perceptions as continuing 
to exist, which is sometimes for Hume to consider a series of 
perceptions as one. And to consider a series of perceptions as 
one, we need a propensity variously explained. He finds, too, 

"Ibid. (T, 217). 
'"Passmore, llume's intentions, p. 120. 

"'Treatise, I, iii, 16 (T, 17!l). 
"'Ibid., I, iv, 7 (T, 265). 
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that other relations besides causality, especially resemblance 
and contiguity, influence our belief, and he has to call for a 
new propensity to explain how they work. But this puts him 
in the position of affirming contradictions in our perceptions, 
for we affirm multiplicity and identity. To avoid this we have 
a new propensity by which we affirm the multiplicity of per­
ceptions and the identity of objects. Thus it is that these 
propensities, which were at first intended to supplement Hume's 
basic associative mechanism of belief now usurp the field. They 
decide what is true and what is false (or rather what is to be 
taken as true and what it to be taken as false). Association 
becomes the tool of these propensities and Hume has to finish 
with the half-despairing admission that all our mental processes 
are directed by an unexplainable overall propensity. 

We began by saying that Hume says almost too much about 
belief. We can see now that he does in fact say too much about 
it, for in the course of his discussion belief has shifted its 
meaning to include all sorts of certitudes, many of which we 
would normally call" rational," and Hume's associative mecha­
nism is soon left behind for a system of propensities which 
govern his transfer of vivacityo Hume continues to talk about 
vivacity of impressions, but as we go on, it becomes more and 
more clear that it is question of seeing reasons and not of 
transferring vivacity. To speak of transference of vivacity in 
the context of Hume's multiple propensities is to reduce it to 
the level of a" gimmick," which can be manipulated as occasion 
reqmres. 

The conclusion of the present section, then, must be that 
Hume did not succeed in distinguishing or describing knowing 
and believing. In the end he is unable to keep the two separate, 
and just as relations of ideas had the awkward tendency of 
turning into matters of fact, so knowledge becomes confused 
with belief. Belief becomes so reasonable as to be indistinguish­
able from knowledge, and knowledge turns out to be the 
product of a faculty which operates just as irrationally as the 
faculty which produces belief. In fact, it is the one faculty, the 
imagination, which is at work in botho 
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III 

We now have to consider the bearing of all this on the two 
types of scepticism which appear inHume's Treatise. We can 
do this best by pointing out how Hume's thought on knowledge 
and belief undergoes radical changes in the course of the third 
and fourth parts of the first book. In these two parts of the 
Treatise, as we have seen, Hume runs the full gamut from a 

I 

complete separation of belief from knowledge to a practical 
confusion of the two. Once this confusion is made, Hume finds 
that he has to apply the same criteria to both knowledge and 
belief. Then he sees that he cannot be sceptical about one with­
out being sceptical about the other. 

Before we see how this comes about and why, it will be 
valuable to lay down a few principles of criticism. We have 
mentioned Hume's naturalism, and the contrast between natural 
and philosophical certitudes. Kemp Smith has certainly done 
a great service by showing the importance of this naturalism 
and Hume's dependence on Hutcheson/5 And his explanation 
of the contrast between the adaptivity of instinct, derived from 
Hutcheson, and the more mechanical association, derived from 
Newton/6 has become a commonplace of Hume criticism. So, 
too, has the suggestion that in turning belief into "feeling," 
Burne has taken Hutcheson's use of feeling in moral judgments 
and extended it to all belief. 77 But the contrast between the 
influences of Newton and Hutcheson has been so much em­
phasized that commentators have tended to overlook the de­
velopment of Hume's thought in the first half of the third 
part of Book One of the Treatise, where he transforms Hutche­
son's moral sense into a Newtonian associative process. The 
fact that he does this shows that he did not see the contrast 
between thetwo. And to the end he does not seem to have seen 

76 Cf. his Philosophy of David Hume, especially the second chapter. 
76 On Hume's aspirations to be the Newton of the "moral sciences" and his 

ambition to make association .play the role there which gravitation played in 
Newtonian mechanics, see Kemp Smith, The Philosophy of David Hume, chapter 
three, and Passmore, Hume's Intentions, chapter six. 

77 Kemp Smith, The Philosophy of David Hume, p. 8 sq. 
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that the two cannot work together. So, when Kemp Smith 
thinks that the Newtonian element is recessive/8 I believe that 
he is misled by the gradual transformation of the belief mecha­
nism from an automatic, mechanical process to the reasoned 
consideration, bolstered by various propensities, into which we 
have seen it transformed. Hume, I would suggest, thought that 
this was the fulfillment of his Newtonian associative process 
rather than the substitution of a new Hutchesonian process. 
That succeeding thinkers, less infatuated with the idea of 
association, have found that the instinct-propensity elements 
will not fit in with the basic associative process, does not all 
show that Hume was aware of the difficulty or that it had any 
conscious influence on the structure of his thought. 

Another point which we must keep in mind is the opposition 
between instinct and reason. Passmore, perhaps more clearly 
than anyone else, has seen the importance of this. He rightly 
insists that Hume wants to make his belief-connections purely 
psychological and instinctive, and to keep them independent of 
formal logical connections.79 Furthermore, the psychology 
which Hume uses tends to be mechanistic.80 Passmore shows 
why it is impossible to do away with all formal relations.81 

And since it is impossible, Hume's belief, whether he likes it 
or not, must be reasonable, to some extent at least. 

Given these preliminaries, let us work our way through the 
third and fourth parts of the first book of the Treatise to see 
what happens and where Hume is led. The third part is 
entitled, " Of Knowledge and Probability," but knowledge is 
disposed of in one short section,82 so confident is Hume of the 
clarity of this half of the disjunction. When he passes to 
probability, his discussion begins with a study of the inferences 
from cause to effect. The whole point of the succeeding sections 

•• Ibid., 76. 
•• Hume'a Intentions, p. 27. 
•• Cf. for example: Treatise, I, iii, 8 (T, 103-04); I, iii, 11 (T, 128-SO); and I, iii, 

12 (T, 184). 
•• Hume's Intentions, chapter two, "The Critic of Formal Logic." 
•• Treatise, I, iii, 1 ( T, 69 cq.) . 
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is to show that the seemingly reasonable inferences involved 
in causal connections cannot possibly be the work of " reason." 
By the time Hume reaches section seven, this point is well 
established: 

Reason can never satisfy us that the existence of any object does 
ever imply that of another; so that when we pass from the impres­
sion of one to the idea or belief of another, we are not determin'd 
by reason but by custom or a principle of association.83 

In section eight the disjunction is just as neat: " Thus probable 
reason is nothing but a species of sensation." 84 The contrast 
between understanding and belief could hardly be clearer. 

At this point Hume has found what he set out to seek in his 
decision to " beat about all the neighboring fields," 85 but he 
feels that he should " turn the subject on every side, in order to 
find some new point:of view from which we may illustrate and 
confirm such extraordinary and such fundamental principles." 86 

Confidently he proceeds in his attempt to produce every argu­
ment and remove every object1on. But as he goes on, unlooked­
for consequences appear and important modifications are made. 
Thus, early in section nine Hume faces the objection that re­
semblance and contiguity, as principles of association, should 
produce belief just as causation does. His answer is a bit 
disconcerting. They do produce belief, but such belief is to be 
rejected because it results from credulity or education.87 But 
Hume has admitted the existence of invalid beliefs. This is 
the nose of the camel under the tent. If belief is a species of 
sensation, an automatic associative process, why is not one 
belief as good as another? Hume's solution is a surreptitious 
appeal to experience as the norm of our beliefs.88 But whatever 
principle he uses to distinguish between the two types of belief, 
Hume is faced with two sets of beliefs and he has to find some 
way to choose between them. His first tack is to say that one 

83 Ibid., I, iii, 7 (T, 97) my emphasis. 
•• Ibid., I, iii, 8 (T, lOS). •• Ibid., I, iii, 9 (T, 106-07). 
•• Ibid., I, iii, ~ (T, 78). 81 Ibid. (T, 110-17). 
88 For the proof and discussion of this see Kemp Smith, The Philosophy of David 

Hume, pp. 88~-88. 
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set of them is " contrary to reason." 89 He continues this line 
of thought in section ten, asserting that " truth " feels different 
from falsehood when presented directly to our imagination, and 
that we assent to other ideas not so directly presented insofar 
as they " supply its place, and give equal entertainment to the 
imagination." 90 Hume still sees no difficulty in distinguishing 
truth from falsehood. 

In section eleven and twelve (" Of the probability of 
chances," and " Of the probability of causes ") he continues to 
use his mechanistic explanation of the increased vivacity of 
ideas, which produces (or is) belief, but it becomes increasingly 
obvious that he is talking about the way which we calculate 
probabilities.91 This introduces reflective consideration, which 
becomes even more marked in the next section (section thir­
teen), "Of unphilosophical probability," in which Hume ex­
plains that the many intermediary links in historical evidence 
ure of the same kind, and so 

a long chain of argument has as little effect in the 
original vivacity, as a much shorter v.;ould have if compos'd of parts 
which were different from each other, and of which each requi:r'd 
a distinct consideration.92 

He tells us, too, that " general rules, which we form mshly to 
ourselves," 93 give an illegitimate certitude. But here, too, con­
scious decision plays a part, though Hume insists that the 
reasoning follows his associative pattern. 

The ambiguity which has been developing strikes us very 
forcibly in section fifteen, in which Hume lists the rules by 
which we should judge of causes and effects. These are quite 
plainly rules to be applied after conscious deliberation, and are 
a far cry from the associative mechanism given earlier in the 
third part. Hume talks now of carefully applied " experiments," 
which require " the utmost sagacity to choose the right way 
among so many that present themselves!' 94 The process has 

8 " Treatise, I, iii, 9 (T, 117). 

"''Ibid., I, iii, 10 (T, lfll). 
"'Ibid., I, iii, ll (T, 1~4sq.). 

'"Ibid., I, iii, 13 (T, 146) my emphasis. 
•• Ibid., my emphasis. 
"'Ibid., I, iii, Iii ( '1', 175) . 
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become so reasonable that in the next section (section sixteen) 
Hume sees that it coincides with reason and that thus reason 
itself is an instinct: 

To consider the matter aright, reason is nothing but a wonderful 
and unintelligible instinct in our souls, which carries us along a 
certain train of ideas and endows them with particular qualities, 
according to their particular situations and relations. This instinct, 
'tis true, arises from past observation and experience; but can any­
one give the ultimate reason why past experience and observation 
produces such an effect any more than why nature alone shou'd 
produce it? 35 

Ostensibly, Hume is reducing reason to instinct, but notice 
that it is to instinct in a very special sense-in many ways an 
instinct which is learned. It would be interesting to see how 
Hume would fit such an instinct into his basic causal pattern. 
To do so would require clever tailoring both of reason and of the 
associative mechanism to make them fit together. Hume might 
continue to insist that this " reason " is nothing but sensation, 
but it would be a queer type of sensation. 

The type of problem which Hume has been dicussing in the 
third part of the first book has kept him from worrying about 
complete scepticism. And despite the fact that he has cut the 
ground from under his distinction between natural and philo­
sophical certitudes, he has no doubts about either and considers 
them as independent of each other. As he passes to the fourth 
part of the first book, the atmosphere is completely changed. In 
his preoccupation with new problems he seems to forget about 
his associative machinery. 

In the very first section he proposes the much discussed 
reduction of all our certitudes to probability and thence to 
scepticism.96 The skeleton of the argument is this: Although 
the rules of the demonstrative sciences are certain, our faculties 
which apply these rules are fallible, therefore we can never have 
complete certitude about any application of them. But this 
conclusion is also the work of our fallible faculties, therefore we 

•• Ibid., I, iii, 16 (T, 179). •• Ibid., I, iv, 1 (T, 180sq.). 
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are less sure of it than we thought. These reflective judgments 
continue, each diminishing the probability of its predecessor, 
until we reach " a total extinction of belief and evidence." 97 

A full discussion of all the difficulties in this proof would take us 
too far afield; it is enough if we indicate that, whatever else 
is involved, Hume sees now that knowledge in the strict sense 
is impossible, for there is knowledge only when someone knows, 
and that someone knows is a matter of fact and could be 
otherwise. This is the point of bringing in the fallibility of our 
faculties. And with the state of the question is changed com­
pletely. In the third part Hume was content with deflating the 
ambitions of reason. Now he finds that there is no such thing as 
reason, that any certitude is a natural certitude and that 
reflection undermines every one of these natural certitudes. 

The importance of all this for our present discussion is that 
Hume thinks it necessary to justify our natural certitudes. This 
shows how he has changed the problem. Earlier abstract reason 

·was incapable of criticizing our natural certitudes. Now since 
belief and knowledge have been fused into one, reason can 
undermine our beliefs. For the moment, Hume finds a way out 
of this difficulty with a new disjunction. Direct judgments are 
now opposed to reflective judgments, instead of natural judg­
ments to philosophical judgments. Here direct judgments are 
valid of themselves and cannot be justified. Reflex judgments 
seek to go beyond experience and so cause scepticism. Thus he 
explains why the sceptical arguments have no lasting influence 
and assigns the force of natural (i.e., direct) judgments to their 
connaturality which holds our minds except when we are actu­
ally studying the sceptical arguments.98 This, however, reduces 
them to the status of de facto certitudes, which cannot be given 
a de jure status. So far this causes no difficulty because Hume 
is satisfied with the de facto character of our natural certitudes, 
as long as he can still play off instinct in our direct judgments 
against reason in our reflective judgments. Thus, while he is 
willing to let belief be very reas.Onable and reduce knowledge to 

•• Ibid. (T, 188). •• Ibid. (T, 185-86). 
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a kind of belief, nevertheless by opposing direct to reflex judg­
ments, he can retain the rationality versus irrationality dis­
junction which is necessary to his limited scepticism. Irrational 
direct judgments now give certitude, rational reflection leads to 
scepticism, and there can be no rational justification of our 
direct certitudes. 

In the second section: " Of scepticism with regard to the 
senses," the situation is quite different. Hume there wants to 
determine " the causes which induce us to believe in the exist­
ence of body." 99 In the early sections of the third part such a 
question could not even have been raised, let alone discussed. 
There we could not get behind our beliefs. Now, however, 
Hume has a whole set of beliefs about beliefs. But even if we 
grant him these, what right does reason (or reflective belief, as 
it is now) have to ask for more than a mere description of 
which state follows which in the causal inferences? How can 
reason decide that it is the imagination and not the senses or 
itself which makes us believe in bodies? It would seem that 
Hume is asking for a reasonable explanation of belief. Thus 
far he has been able to disguise the reasonableness of belief by 
contrasting it with understanding. Now, however, he finds 
two sets of beliefs which are in conflict. His causal investigation 
of why we believe brings him to the contrast between the 
natural system of perception-objects 100 and the philosophical 
system of beliefs, which distinguishes the world of objects from 
that of our perceptions.101 Hume finds that the relation between 
these two systems is similar to that between the natural and 
sceptical attitudes of the previous section. The natural system 
is that of the unreflective man, the philosophical is held by the 
philosopher in his study.102 Hume sees the conflict as a struggle 
between nature and reason: 

•• Ibid., I, iv, ~ (T, 187-88). 
100 Hume claims that the man in the street confuses perceptions and objects. Cf. 

Treatise, I, iv, ~ (T, 192-98) and above p. -!2;). 
101 Treatise, I, iv, ~ (T, 216). 
100 ]bid. (T, 216). 


