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Magister Petrus in libris suis profanas vocum novitates inducit et sensuum: 

disputans de �de contra �dem, verbis legis legem impugnat. Nihil videt per specu-

lum et in aenigmate; sed facie ad faciem omnia intuetur, ambulans in magnis et in 

miribilibus super se (Bernard of Clairvaux, PL 182, 0358C).

With these very words St. Bernard warned Guido di Castello, future pope 

Celestine II, against his former teacher, Peter Abelard. He criticized Abelard’s the-

ological method, as he had understood it, for an illegitimate broadening of the scope 

of rationally reachable issues:

ponit in coelum os suum, et scrutatur alta Dei, rediensque ad nos refert ver-

ba ine�abilia, quae non licet homini loqui et dum paratus est de omnibus reddere 

rationem, etiam quae sunt supra rationem, et contra rationem praesumit, et contra 

�dem. Quid enim magis contra rationem, quam ratione rationem contrari transcen-

dere? Et quid magis contra �dem, quam credere nolle, quidquid non possit ratione 

attingere? (Bernard,, PL 182, 1055A-B).
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He calls him a ‘new theologian’ (which was one of the worst insults in the 

conservative world of medieval theology), and this novelty consists in de omnibus 

reddere rationem, also to the things that transcend human intelligence. His way of 

explaining the matters of faith is, as Bernard sees it, contrary to the faith itself. He 

is guilty, in the eyes of the Founder of the Cistercian Order, of a violation of God’s 

Transcendence, accessible to the human mind only by means of the aenigmata, and 

explaining them using new, profane vocum.

Peter Abelard in fact marks a certain demarcation line in medieval theology, 

sign of change that happened within theological method somewhere between Char-

lemagne’s époque and the times of Aquinas.

***

My main focus in this article is the development of the understanding of the 

relation of signifying holding between a sign and the object it denotes within the 

theological discourse, which occurred in Middle Ages. We will follow the process 

of development of both: of the understanding of what can properly be a sign, and of 

the understanding of the link between the sign and the object it denotes. Generally 

we would see two concurring approaches. On the one hand the one based some-

how on Plato’s dialogue “Cratylus”, being in favor of the immediacy and natural 

character of the bond sign-object, passed to Middle Ages by Augustine’s authority 

and which, at the beginning, was the dominant one. On the other, the Aristotelian 

theory expressed in the Peri hermeneias, called also 3-grade theory,1 according to 

which the words are conventional signs of passio animae, which in turn are natural 

similitudes of things the words denote, which would emerge somehow later. 

We would also try to see how the development regarding the understan-

ding of the relation of signifying (transition from Platonic immediacy to position 

based on Aristotle 3-grade theory, linked with eclipsing of the role of grammar and 

emergence of the importance of logic) is accompanied by parallel change in the the-

ological method (transition from lectio divina and exegesis to systematic theology).

Finally we would try to point out some confusions regarding the ontological 

status of species, and the mode of its apprehension, linked to the attempts to recon-

cile these two approaches. 

Obviously it is impossible to treat such a vast and problematic issue in the 

span of so few pages. So I’ll treat this text as a, I hope, useful synthetic overview for 

someone who, being ignorant in these matters, is willing to get some general grasp 

of these interesting and important issues.

1 The 3 grades are: res - passio animae – voces.
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SEEING GOD – THE LANGUAGE AND THE THEOLOGY  

IN THE EARLY MIDDLE AGES

The �rst context of the theological activity in Middle Ages were the Bene-

dictine monasteries. “Monastic orders from the sixth through the twel�h centuries 

were the wealthiest, most venerated, and most learned part of the church. […] 

Monks kept learning alive [...] Learning was a by-product of monasticism; still, 

without the monks there would have been very little learning in Latin Christendom 

down, at least, into the twel�h century” (Artz, 1954, 186-187).

The main features of the Benedictine study were the copying of books and 

the exegesis of the Scripture, and ordered to that aim education. These two were 

closely related because, in the books they copied, monks found rich material of pa-

tristic commentaries, and ancient knowledge of linguistic sciences (grammar, logic, 

rhetoric) which turned out to be useful instruments for the exegesis of the holy pa-

ges. The authority per excellence was Augustine, who imparted upon his followers’ 

philosophical and semantical positions the Platonic inclination (visible reality as 

sign of intellectual world; ambiguity regarding non-conventionality of names, i.e. 

an inclination to conceive names as natural signs of things (Plato, 1966, 387a, 425).

    The early Middle Ages is rather the époque of assembling, repetition 

and assimilation though not without zeal and enthusiasm. Most problems and 

their solutions are simplified versions of the patristic ones. But, as J. Maren-

bon notices, not attributing any originality to this period would not do justi-

ce to it. “Alcuin and the followers […] not passively assimilated, but understo-

od and transformed the ancient intellectual heritage” (Marenbon, 1981, 9.)  

M. Colish argues that this originality can be seen for example in the shi�, that oc-

curred in this period of passage, from rhetorical to the grammatical approach to the 

Augustine’s theory of signs (Colish, 1983, 59) From this resulted much greater im-

portance attributed to the grammatical properties of words seen now as correspon-

ding to the structure of the extra-linguistic reality (Ebbesen, 1982 ,119; Marenbon, 

1981, 105) 2 and a means to know it.  

Naìve-Realistic Semantics (Understanding of the Signifying of Words)

An interesting example of early medieval approach to the language is Frede-

gisus’ letter De nihilo et tenebris, where he argues:

Omne itaque nomen �nitum aliquid signi�cat, ut homo, lapis, lignum. Haec 

enim ubi dicta  fuerint, simul res quas fuerint significant intelligimus. Quippe 

2 For example for Porphyry even 10 Aristotle’s categories were neither concerning the way how 

things really are, but simply regarded properties of human speech. 
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hominis nomen praeter di�erentiam aliquam positum universalitatem hominum 

designat. Lapis et lignum suam similiter generalitatem complecuntur. Igitur nihil ad 

id quod signi�cat referetur. Ex hoc etiam probatur non posse aliquid non esse. Item 

aliud. Omnis signi�catio est quod est. Nihil autem aliquid signi�cat. Igitur nihil ejus 

signi�catio est quid est, id est, rei existentis (Fredegisus, PL105, 753C).

We can observe here the overlapping between di�erent intellectual cur-

rents which formed Fregedisus’ approach: Augustine’s theory of signs according 

to which nothing can be a sign but only a �autus vocis, (Augustine, 1968, 8, 23) 

unless there’s something really existing that is signi�ed by it. This account inter-

fered with a conviction, that in Scripture there can be no word without signi�cation 

(Fredegisus, PL105, 753C) – and it is the description of creation, where the word 

nihil occurs. Finally the conviction of perfect convergence between the Scripture, 

created world and language. In this simpli�ed account of language, the word stays 

in an immediate relation to the extra linguistic thing signi�ed (Marenbon, 1981, 63.) 

We can sense here the strong a!liation of these scholars to the Platonic account of 

language strengthened even more by the Christian belief, that the word is the very 

instrument with which this world has been brought into existence. Thinkers of this 

époque with amazement admired the harmony between di�erent but convergent 

sources of man’s knowledge (Scripture, nature, and artes liberales). 

 Nam philosophi non fuerunt conditores harum artium, sed inventores. Nam 

creator  omnium rerum condidit eas in naturis, sicut voluit; illi vero, qui sapientiores 

erant in  mundo, inventores erant harum artium in naturis rerum; sicut de sole et 

luna et stellis  facile potes intellegere. Quid aliud in sole et luna et sideribus consi-

deramus et  miramur nisi sapientiam creatoris et cursus illorum naturales? (Alcuin, 

1895, 239)3.

Let us mention an another example concerning linguistic and philosophical 

categories.

Continet iste decem naturae verba libellus

quae jam verba tenet rerum, ratione stupenda,

omne quod in nostrum poterit decurrere sensum,

qui legat ingenium veterum mirabile laudet;

atque suum studeat tali exercere labore,

exornans titulis vitae data tempora honestis.

Hunc Augustino placuit transferre magistro,

de veterum gazis Greecorum clave latina.

Quem tibi, Rex magnus, sophiae sextator, amator.

3      It is a paraphrase of Augustine’s, De doctrina christiana, II, 32, 50
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Munere qui tali gaudesm modo mitto legendum (Alcuin, PL 32, 1419)4.

This approach to language, where words seem to have closer link to the 

things than to the mind, has been classi�ed as linguistic realism. In treating the 

nature of names, it presupposed the existence of eternal, incorporeal forms. The 

forms realized in concrete bodies are merely their similitudes (Marenbon, 1981, 

150). Names refer �rst of all to those eternal, immutable ideas in which, however, 

the existing things participate. This reference was straightforward.

The more developed semantical considerations were yet to come. By the 

mid 12th century the signi�cation of things, interpretations of nature’s hidden inter-

connections (Otten, 2004, 79.) and a taste for eloquence, �ourished in the school of 

Chartres with authors like John of Salisbury or William of Conches.

Theological Semantic. Domination of the Spiritual Exegesis  

and Signi�cation of Things, Double Mediation of Aenigma

While the early medieval account of semantic proprieties of the language 

was rather simplistic, I think, that semantic relation is more sophisticated with re-

spect to aenigmata considered as signs.

In this section I would leave aside questions regarding the system of edu-

cation, the techniques and the role of assembling of authorities, the development 

of glosses and  orilegia as forms of systematization of theological material, and 

I’ll focus on the aenigma as the legitimate sign of the Transcendental reality and a 

means to know it. 

Aenigma, according to Augustine, was a confused and unclear metaphor, 

which, to be understood, needed further explication, and which, in this life, is 

the proper means to know God (Augustine, 1963 XV, ix, 15). Privileged source 

of aenigmata is Scripture. The clari�cation occurs both by means of the work of 

grammarian, and through an illumination obtained during meditation. An example 

of the former can be De rerum naturis of Rabanus Maurus (788-856). It is an exam-

ple of medieval encyclopedia, which in explaining di!erent terms like light, stars, 

animals etc., immediately provides us with an explanation of the allegorical sense 

which these objects obtain in the Scripture and the quotation where they appear 

(Rabanus Maurus, PL 111, 9, 8-12). The Benjamin minor of Richard of st. Victor 

(died 1173), in turn, contains an excellent example of the profound ability to see 

through the veil of contingent of the literal meaning to the depth of hidden spiritual 

4      Alcuin’s introduction to pseudo-Augustine anonymous medieval adaptation of Aristotle’s Cate-
goriae.
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content. In this text while commenting on Patriarch Jacob’s family relations to his 

wives, number, names and the order of his children being born, he shows how they 

can be considered as symbols of di�erent dynamics within the process of the puri-

�cation of human spirit. Richard, following Augustine, is sure “that nothing that 

the Holy Spirit has written, even in the greatest possible absurdity of the letter, is 

useless” (Richard Of St. Victor, 1981, 321). 

The exegete, by means of some ‘vision’ or ‘illumination’ considered as a cer-

tain mental experience, in a given image or situation, perceives a�nities between 

that image or situation and some realities which are invisible themselves like God, 

virtue, the human soul. In this way one, thanks to the given image as normative 

element and thanks to a certain inner experience (illumination), obtains a mediated 

‘vision’ of the object itself, which normally remains hidden.

It is the ‘vision’ by means of which one is legitimized to talk. Rabanus Mau-

rus begins his letter De Videndo Deum with an ironical remark addressed to these 

who are ready to discuss eternal mysteries, but �nd it di�cult to hold on for a while 

to meditate the Word of God. We can sense here an expression of the sensibility to 

the necessary link between word and vision (understood as the act of Augustine’s 

internal illumination by eternal, uncreated light) (Augustine, 1853, 8,12)5. 

In this way, in the theology based on signi�cation of aenigma, we can talk 

about the double mediation between subject and object. The Object – God, is to be 

reached by the means of external sign, which in turn provokes an internal compre-

hension described in terms of  mediated vision. And only this internal vision, which 

we can call ‘activated aenigma’, as an in-mental act, functions as a proper mediation 

between knowing subject and God.

The proper context of this kind of theology was the personal ascent towards 

the union with God. The vision presupposes the internal puri�cation. A returning 

refrain in Rabanus’ letter are the words of the Sermon from the mountain: Blessed 

are the pure in heart, they will see God. (Matt. 5,8) One has to purify one’s mind 

from tumultus rerum, and be inclined rather towards meditating, and praying, 

and looking for the humility of Jesus’ heart than to leading agitated and empty 

disputations (Rabanus Maurus, PL 112, 1263A-B). God is invisible. And if He is to 

5 One interesting example can help us to touch the immediacy and omnipresence of the conception 

of illumination in medieval set of mind. In the prologue to the early XIII century tale The history of 

Holy Grail, an anonymous author describes how he wakes up in the night summoned by a strange 

voice. When he openes his eyes he “saw such brightness that nothing so great could issue from any 

earthly light”, then the one who had waken him up introduces himself: “the fountain of all certainty 

is here before you, [...] I am He through whom all good knowledge is learned, for I am Great Master 

through whom all earthly masters know all the god they have learne”; N.J. Lacy (red.), The Lance-

lot-Grail reader, 5. It is hardly di�cult to �nd more evident proof of the predominance of Augustinian 

thought in this period seeng almost exact quotations from De magistro in the knight’s tale.
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be seen, it is not to happen in some particular place, but within a puri�ed heart. 

And only on these conditions, an invisible vision can be obtained by means of the 

Lord’s grace (Rabanus Maurus, PL 112, 1274D). The exegete is then the researcher 

of the light Ambrosius Autpertus (730-784) in his sermon on the Lord’s Trans�gu-

ration (Autpertus, PL 89, 1309C-D) said that the light that emanated from Christ is 

the one, which human eyes are not in grade to perceive unless God concedes it, 

because nobody can see God. At the same time it is the same light that makes shine 

everything that shines externally: the Sun, the Moon, stars, or internally: angels, the 

human soul. But the fullness of that light can be reached only in the future glory of 

the world to come.

SIGNS OF CHANGE
6

It seems, that already Alcuin knew both the Platonic and Aristotelian theo-

ries of language.(Bisogno, 2008, 201.) But there’s no sign of the latter’s in!uence on 

the immediate subsequent tradition (Marenbon, 1981, 134-135)7. 

At the beginning of the Middle Ages the most employed among artes libe-

rales was grammar. In the mid-XI century most eminent theologians (for example 

Wilhelm of Conches), still called themselves ‘grammaticus.’ M. Colish argues that 

even the mode of proceeding of St. Anselm of Canterbury is still essentially based 

on grammatical properties of words (Colish, 1983, 63.96). But from that time on 

its position would be gradually eclipsed by logic (thanks to the rediscovery of the 

Aristotelian tradition), and the tension between these two di"erent approaches to 

language would emerge (Henry, 1982, 133). And already in Anselm’s works we can 

see some signs of a new approach to language, as for example taking seriously into 

account the meaning of the word, which in some cases seems to be independent 

from its grammatical form. In this way the old problem of signi�cation of nihil can 

be treated in a new way 

licet, supraposita ratione, malum et nihil signi�cent aliquid, tamen quod si-

gni�catur non est malum aut nihil: sed est alia ratio qua signi�cant aliquid, et quod 

signi�catur est aliquid. Multa quippe esse dicuntur secundum formam, quae non 

sunt secundum rem: ut, timere, secundum formam vocis, dicitur activum, cum sit 

passivum, secundum rem (Anselm, PL 158, 340C).

6 In this work I do not take in consideration the translation by Eriugena of the Pseudo-Denys Aero-

pagite texts in 9th century and its working.

7 The �rst signs of a#nities with the so called ‘3-stage-theory’ can be traced to the glosses of Catego-

riae Decem. 
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Anselm dedicated the whole treatise De Grammatico to make evident this 

discrepancy between the meaning and the grammatical form of its expression (Hen-

ry, 1982, 18). Despite this sensitivity to the problem of the relation between spoken 

language and reality, he was not yet interested in providing a general semantical 

theory (Colish, 1983, 74). The !rst known fully developed account of human co-

gnition and of semantics is that of Peter Abelard.

THE WORD REPLACES THE IMAGE

Abelard was familiar with the problem regarding the signi!cation of words, 

and the manner in which they originate, since at the beginning of his intellectual 

development he followed an outsider protovocalists position which challenged the 

prevailing linguistic realism of the époque8. 

 From the general context of the intellectual atmosphere of his times he 

inherited the lack of a clear distinction between the natural and supernatural or-

ders in predication. He is convinced that “the tools of logic, used properly, can give 

adequate (though necessarily limited) account of how God can be both three and 

one” (Marenbon, 1997, 57-58). This conviction accords with his general belief “that 

not only the persons of Trinity but their interrelations are, to some extent at least, 

discoverable through reason” (Marenbon, 1997, 58; Abaelardus, 1919-1933, II, 111.).

Abelard was !rst of all, but not exclusively, a teacher of logic. A#er his 

forced enrollment into the Benedictine order, his main interest shi#ed to theology 

(Marenbon, 1997, 54). A new interest in$uenced his epistemological and logical re-

$ection, and thus we can talk about two stages of his mature thought9. 

Logica Ingredientibus (1113-1121)10

  Abelard’s Logica ingredientibus contains an integral commentary to Ari-

stotle’s Perihermeneias which is the !rst known occurrence, within the medieval 

period, of 3-grade semantical approach 

scilicet passionum animae, hae, videlicet voces, sunt notae, id est signi!ca-

tivae,primarum, id est in primo loco signi!catarum, pro eo videlicet quod cum a 

vocibus  tam res quam intellectus designentur, principaliter intellectus, secundario 

8     The evolution of Abelard’s thought in the context of protovocalism, in discussion with William 

of Champeaux, and his discovery of sermo as non-phisical, purely logical and signifying reality, is 

presented exhaustively in: Y. IVAKUMA, “Vocales” revisited.

9      It is the hypothesis of J. Marenbon, which I adopt here.

10    Dating of J. Marenbon
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res  signi�cantur secundum causam scilicet inventionis vocum (Abaelardus, 1919-

1933, 321, 1-5). 

  Abelard follows Boethius’ exposition of Aristotle’s text, and his interpre-

tation of passio animae as intellectus (concept or understanding) (Magee, 1989, 

104). There’s twofold justi�cation of this interpretation. On the one hand, the act 

of understanding is accompanied by some a!ections of the soul caused by a thing 

or its imagine: “quia dum aliquid intelligimus, quandam passionem animus habet, 

dum se ad rem coarctat et a"citur vel per ipsam rem vel per imaginem eius” (Aba-

elardus, 1919-1933, 319). In another place he states that understanding is contem-

plated within an image, or is obtained by movement of intellect from one image to 

another (Abaelardus, 1919-1933, 322, 19) and from this results, that no cognition 

is possible without such a!ections (Abaelardus, 1919-1933, 317, 8-9). And, on the 

other, “non propter sensus sive imaginationes voces esse inventas, sed propter 

intellectus” (Abaelardus, 1919-1933, 318, 24-25); “nam sensus vel imaginatio leviter 

rem attingere videntur, dum nil ex ratione deliberant, intellectu vero quoddammodo 

utimur, ut naturam aliquam vel proprietatem discernamus” (Abaelardus, 1919-1933, 

319, 19-20). The understanding or concept contain the fullest apprehension of the 

object. But lower act of imagination, which seems to be understood as an initial and 

imperfect act of intellect, “cum enim ad intelligendum primum se animus applicat, 

ipsa applicatio atque inchoatio cogitandi, antequam distinguat naturam aliquam 

rei vel proprietatem, imaginatio dicitur” (Abaelardus, 1919-1933, 317, 9-11). is seen 

as necessary for there being the perfect act. “Intellectus itaque sine imaginatione 

non est, quia ut perfectum sit, imperfectum aliquid oportet esse” (Abaelardus, 1919-

1933, 318, 19-21).   

While imagining is concerned with thing in an unspeci�ed way, the abs-

traction (application of intellectus to immaginatio) is directed towards its speci�c 

nature or its some particular property, by means of the image formed in the mind. 

The action of the intellect focuses on the nature by attending to various aspects of 

a thing: its being a substance, body, man, its color etc, thanks to the mental image. 

This attention of intellect is decisive for the formation of a concept. Abelard employs 

the image of wooden block held by one hand (imagination) and carved with another 

(intellect) to express what he has in mind (Abaelardus, 1919-1933, 318, 9-11). 

An image is necessary also for the apprehension of the beyond-sensible re-

alities. Without it, as it has been said above, no intellectus is possible. In the case of 

immaterial objects, everyone has to form an image on his own. Despite the di!eren-

ce of images formed by di!erent people, the truth of the object is retained, because 

this image serves as an indicator for the content signi�ed, and is modeled according 
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to common understanding (Marenbon, 1997, 167). On this occasion, however, the 

Holy Scripture is not even mentioned. 

Abelard rejected the existence of universals as things to be participated 

by the instances falling under universal terms and introduced notion of status, as 

true cause of the imposition of the names. Universals were merely voces (Ivaku-

ma, 2009, 85). Names are imposed according to status of things. Status has two 

basic characteristics: it is inherent to things in a way that many things can come 

together under one status, without status being realityexisting independently from 

them (Marenbon, 1997, 192). It seems that, according Abelard, status is confusedly 

apprehended by imagination, and its proprieties are discovered later by the action 

of intellect. Status is not thoroughly known by men, but only to God. Although an 

impositor gives a name to a thing according to status found in it, he does so without 

full knowledge of all properties of the thing named (Marenbon, 1997, 193). 

Tractatus de Intelligibus (1130?)

To perceive the change that occurred in Abelard’s theory of cognition and 

signi!cation, we have to consult his Tctatus de intelligibus. Abelard sets his atten-

tion to the same terminology, employed in former works: sensus, imaginatio, and 

intellectus, but he rede!nes their interrelations, in"uenced by a shi# of his interest 

from logic towards theology (Marenbon, 1997, 49-50). A main di$erence is to be 

noticed in the role of imagination in the cognitive process. It is no more considered 

as a lower, imperfect, but necessary act of intellect, but its role is limited to retain 

sense-impressions of things no longer there (Marenbon, 1997, 170). Its place is taken 

over by ratio. Aristotle’s claim, that there’s no understanding without an image, is 

now interpreted not as description of its natural working, but as an unwanted ha-

bit, distorting our mode of knowing the insensible realities (Abaelardus, 1859, 18). 

Along with the omitting of the imperfect act of apprehension by means of the ima-

gination, the major importance is given to the logical structure of thought dealing 

with concepts. 

Abelard describes two types of thinking: analytical (secundum intellectum 

aliquem deliberari aliquid) and understanding something of a given individual (per 

intellectum deliberari aliquid) (Abaelardus, 1859, 63) as modes of uncovering the 

proprieties of status (Abaelardus, 1859, 64). In De intelligibus Abelard shows great 

awareness of a double possible ‘deformations’ of thing known caused by our co-

gnition. On the one hand, there’s a di$erence holding between thing as it is known 

in concept (which encapsulates only one given aspect of it distinctively from the 
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others), and as it exists (as a one whole). “Ipsa autem res non secundum eas tantum 

quas consideramus sese habet profecto aliter quam ipsa sit eam consideramus” (74). 

And on the other, when we use images to think about immaterial things, we con-

ceive them di�erently as they are (Abaelardus, 1859, 75).

So the proper method to deal with the nonsensible things is the considering 

the meaning of the concepts, without giving attention to images which accompany 

them. “Quod, si recte ratiocinari uolumus, oportet signi�catorum enuntiatorum 

sensus diligenter attendere, ut secundum hec, vim complexionis diligenter queamus 

discernere” (Abaelardus, 1859, 94).

 The method of theological inquiry should be based thoroughly on the syl-

logistic proceeding from premises to consequences. It is a categorical proposition, 

its structure and the relation to another propositions, which provide the criterion 

for discernment of truth. What �agrantly lacks in this account is the lack of justi-

�cation of the knowledge about God other than the formal correctness of logical 

proceeding.

The theological matter forced Abelard to reject the image as the necessary 

object of intellectual cognition, because God cannot be imagined. Having le� aside 

the the imperfect, confused act of knowing as intermediary between object and 

concept, Abelard, in Tractatus de intelligibus, does not explain su!ciently, how 

concepts are formed. This problem would occupy the following generations of in-

tellectuals.

  

Aenigma and Concept in the Context of Theology – a Confrontation  

of Approaches.

This remark concerns the relation sign – transcendental reality. An image 

of aenigma can grasp or re�ect something that, due to its being out of reach of our 

perception, goes beyond the possibility of de�nition. It expresses a certain issue 

of reality without pretending to any kind of detailed accuracy. It functions rather 

as an indication for understanding, retaining its ambiguity and non-univocity. In 

this way it makes this reality accessible, but as needy of further explanation. Such 

explanation remains implicit. This ‘implicitness’ and ambiguity can be taken as 

imperfection of knowledge on the one hand, but also as ‘richness’ on the another. 

Compared to it, the de�nition, as Abelard admitted himself, results much more se-

mantically impoverished. The conceptualization on the one hand gives one a �rm 

grasp of certain property of given object, but on the other, even if we tend to forget 

this, it is only partial and falls short to the way in which the object really is. And 
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maybe it was this feature of the ‘new theology’ of Magister Petrus which scandali-

zed St. Bernard.

The doctrine of Abelard is one of the !rst examples of a new, logical de-

scription of Mystery11. An e"ort to describe by means of concepts of what, until 

then, was expressed with images. An e"ort to obtain a new insight by means of lo-

gical precision. A new logical approach was closely linked to the issue of universal 

terms. More or less from then on the ontological quali!cation of species and genus, 

which played a pivotal role in semantics, and the way they are known, begins to 

bother intellectuals. The rejection of the traditional realistic interpretation, based 

on the theory of participation (Artz, 1954, 255), opened the door for many di"erent 

accounts, which remained not without in#uence on the epistemology and metaphy-

sics.

 MEDIEVAL PROBLEMS WITH SPECIES – PERSPECTIVISTS 

UNDERPINNING OF LATE SCHOLASTIC SKEPTICISM

“From mid XIII medieval intellectuals sought what might seem an uni�ed 

�eld theory of light, vision, cognition and our expression of what we know to be 

true” (Tachau, 1988, XVI). Fundamental for this current of thought are writings of 

Robert Grossateste (1175-1253), De luce and Hexaemeron. Grossateste was one of 

the �rst Latin scholars who became acquainted with Arab natural sciences (like 

mathematics, optics, astronomy), and who made of them an important element 

of his re!ection (McEvoy, 2000, 77). He would exercise an immense in!uence on 

Roger Bacon and thus on the whole interpretation of species (denoted by universal 

term) in the framework of epistemology of XIII and XIV century’s debate.

For Grossateste light had had these connotations: God was light – Lumen de 

lumine. God created the universe by creating one point – light - which propagated 

itself in all directions (McEvoy, 200, 88). He identi�ed the light as the very substan-

ce of which everything is made of, and as such the cause of resemblance between 

creation and its Author. Also the human intellect is a created, spiritual light. Most 

important for subsequent inheritors of this theory, would be the account of how the 

light propagates itself: it occurs by means of subsequent generation. Light propaga-

tion proceeds through its replication at subsequent points lying along straight lines. 

Light is then also seen as a model of any kind of generation in which both identity 

and diversity are dialectically related (McEvoy, 2000, 92).

11 In this paper I do not take in consideration Eriugena’s Periphyseon, and Anselm’s Monologion.
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Within this framework the intelligible species contained in sensible things, 

without which there could be no science at all, and which is to be known only by 

means of sense perception, derives from the divine mind through the process of 

emanation, which embraces di!erent stages, and as such is a trace of the eternal 

creative light (McEvoy, 2000, 83). 

Roger Bacon, though we do not even know whether he met Grossateste in 

person, took over his re"ection as the constructing point of his theory. “Bacon [...] 

synthesized the optical knowledge of the middle ages, saw in the study of vision 

‘the "ower of all philosophy’ and ‘the peculiar delight of man’ [...] the mechanism 

of corporeal vision corresponds to spiritual enlightment” (Erickson, 1976, 51). He 

directed his e!orts to “unite optics, psychology, epistemology and logic within his 

doctrine of the multiplication of species” (Tachau, 1988, 6). Adapting Grossateste’s 

ideas, he claimed, that

Omne enim e#ciens agit per suam virtutem quam facit in materiam subjec-

tam, ut lux solis facit suam virtutem in eare [...] Et haec virtus vocatur similitudo, et 

imago, et species et multis nominibus, et hanc facit tam substantia quam accidens, 

et spiritalisquam corporalis [...] Et haec species facit omnem operationem hujus mu-

ndi; nam operatur in sensum, in intellectum, et in totam mundi materiam per rerum 

generationem (Bacon, 1897, I:111).

Bacon identi$ed species with e#cient cause, replicated in the mode of 

Grossateste’s light in following media, and, what is important, received evidently a 

physical interpretation. Species as a physical object reaches the perceptive powers 

of a man, and initiates replication in the psychological process, which $nishes in 

the intellect as concept or intentio. But as such it is not a product of the human 

mind. It would exist even if there were no one to perceive it (Tachau, 1988, 12). 

Though it is not a res itself but its similitudo, it conserves the identity according to 

the nature of the object which emitted it (Tachau, 1988, 16). On this basis Bacon 

made evident the natural connection between reality and concepts, and claimed 

species to be natural sign of the objects (Tachau, 1988, 18)12. In the inverse order, 

the uttered word had a power to generate species and to make it replicate through 

the sense of hearing, inner senses and so on. Thus a word signi$ed indirectly but 

naturally (Tachau, 1988, 19).

What results most problematic within this theory is the nature of species. 

Is it material or not?; if so, is it material also of incorporeal things? And in fact spe-

cies, its nature, its relation with existent things and the mode we perceive it, would 

12  Something similar we can $nd in the idea developed by K. Rahner in his notion of «real symbol». 

A concrete thing is symbol of its own form, and as concrete and material is ‘species’ – a means by 

which it communicates itself to knower. Cf. K. Rahner, The theology of the symbol, 232f.
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became even more problematic. Henry of Ghent (1217-1293) objected to the natural 

link between species and object pointing out the case of dreams and illusions. What 

one receives is a phantasm, which in turn forms an intellectual habit. Since species 

can occur to us even without there being an object which emitted it, a new formula-

tion of truth-question regarded now the relation of a singular species to the reality, 

not the combination of them, as Peri hermeneias stated it.

Duns Scotus (1266-1308) responding to these objections had to, on the one 

hand, prove that species are necessary for the intellectual cognition, and on the 

other that one can distinguish between true and false species. He defended species 

and their multiplication in medio not as objects, but as an image, esse diminutum 

belonging to the category of quality. Since if an object is to be known by cognitive 

faculties it must be present to them in an adequate way. Senses receive their object 

in the sense organs, but the intellect, which does not have any organ must receive 

a species reproduced in senses; a phantasm as material, cannot be analyzed by the 

intellect which is immaterial. Intellect is in potency not with respect to a phantasm, 

but to the species (Tachau, 1988, 60, footnote 20). In this Scotus follows Bacon’s 

account of cognitive process as entirely passive – also at the intellectual level.

But even Scotus didn’t completely get rid of species seen as a distinct real 

object, though of diminished being, when he introduces the distinction between 

species as object informing senses, and species as a sign (Tachau, 1988, 65). The 

problem arose from the discrepancy occurring between diminished being and the 

real existence represented by it. A quality could not provide certainty with respect 

to the existence. Scotus had to introduce then an additional faculty, which would 

supplement the cognition by means of species which regarded only the formal 

aspect of a thing without any hint of its existence or non-existence. This faculty he 

called intuition and its task was to provide one of an immediate contact with the 

object known (both material and immaterial) as to assure him of the real existence 

of it  (Tachau, 1988, 71).

One of the most important consequences of introducing this cognitional di-

chotomy, which became commonly shared almost immediately, especially given the 

thoroughly passive character of cognition via species, was the distrust with respect 

to the validity of abstractive knowledge i.e. knowledge regarding basic structure of 

reality. I mean the structure of natural kinds, their knowability on which the sci-

ence was founded, as knowledge of causes. (species being the formal causes). While 

for Aristotle formal causes belonged to the !rst principles, known spontaneously, 

though in a confused way – let’s say intuitively and they required further analysis 

to put them in a general scheme of kinds and genres, now the order seemed to be 
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reversed: a natural kind seem to be given at once, but what is problematic is the 

source of its origin. Intuition is called upon for help not to grasp the content of spe-

cies, but to assure the knower, that its source – the object – exists. The position of 

this immediate cognition has been moved from before- to a�er-abstraction. We can 

see how the Aristotelian account of semantics and cognition, piece by piece became 

distorted: �rst the nature of species, then the account of cognitive act.

As a result, the primordial cognitive con�dence, so characteristic for Ar-

istotle, has been replaced by skepticism of late scholastic period. It seems that 

this change was caused by the coincidence of two elements: the account of the 

cognition as entirely passive, based on the Bacon’s theory of the multiplication of 

species seen as real objects, natural likenesses of things on the one hand, and the 

awareness of the existence of sense illusions together with a demand for absolute 

certainty of knowledge, on the other. It is clear that such coincidence necessarily 

leads to skepticism (as it in fact did), unless another account of the cognitive pro-

cess and the nature of species would be given. A purely notional account of human 

knowledge, as reductionist, must cause problems.

It is signi�cant, that when William Ockham (1285-1347) argues against the 

existence of species, he understands them still in Bacon’s manner, when he says 

that “if species really exist, we should have intuitive cognitions of them. But species 

are not known experimentally [...] we are not aware of anything passing from object 

to our eyes” (Tachau, 1988, 130). It was also the motive of his critique addressed to 

Thomas, who employed species in his doctrine (Tachau, 1988, 3). Ockham, with his 

famous razor, has dismantled optics from the methaphysical burden it carried for 

long, rejecting the theory of species. Yet what he in fact rejected, was not a theory 

of natural kinds, but the medieval distortion of it.
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T H E  E N D A V E O U R  T O 
K N O W -  F R O M  E A N I G M A 
T O  S P E C I E S  A N D  I T S 
R E J E C T I O N .
T H E  D E V E L O PM EN T  O F  T H E  M E D I E VA L  S EMAN T I C S  F ROM 
A L C U I N  T O  O C K H AM  -  S OM E  C H O S E N  P RO B L EMS

S U M M A R Y
 In this rather sketchy and general overview, I focused on two aspects of 

medieval semantics: on what can be considered a sign with respect to God’s reality, 

and on the explanation of the manner in which sign and the denoted object are 

linked. I have chosen 3 important, and in certain manner connected, moments of 

the process of development of the accounts concerning these both aspects. In the 

�rst section I focused on the initial domination of Augustine’s theory of natural 

sign and the naive-realistic account of language. I focused there also on the func-

tion and working of aenigma as the proper sign of God’s mystery. Then I passed to 

description of the emergence of more sophisticated Aristotelian, so called, 3-grade 

theory of signifying, and the tendency to base theological research on logical infe-

rences. The example of this approach is the theology of Peter Abelard. In the last 

section I tried to individuate the causes of skeptical decadency of late medieval 

semantics. These being, among others: materialistic or physical interpretation of 

species, and prevalent non-discursive, passive understanding of human cognition. 

Of course many other important issues have not entered into the present article. 

(Let’s mention i.e. some X and XIth century accounts treating the pu! of air as the 

bearer of meaning, or revival of faith in the close isomorphism holding between 

the grammatical structure of human language and the structure of reality, so called 

modi signi!candi). But, despite this, I hope this presentation will turn out useful 

for those who are willing to get some general insight in the fascinating world of 

medieval semantics. 
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