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Between 1100 and 1600, the emphasis on reason in the learning and intellectual
life of Western Europe became more pervasive and widespread than ever before
in the history of human civilization. This dramatic state of affairs followed the
long, difficult period of the barbarian invasions, which ended around A.D.
1000 when a new and vibrant Europe emerged. Of crucial significance was the
invention of the university around 1200, within which reason was institutional-
ized and where it became a deeply embedded, permanent feature of Western
thought and culture. It is therefore appropriate to speak of an Age of Reason in
the Middle Ages, and to view it as a forerunner and herald of the Age of
Reason that was to come in the seventeenth century.

The object of this book is twofold: to describe how reason was manifested in
the curriculum of medieval universities, especially in the subjects of logic, natural
philosophy, and theology; and to explain how the Middle Ages acquired an

undeserved reputation as an age of superstition, barbarism, and unreason.
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INTRODUCTION

MOST WHO STUDY THE POLITICAL, SOCIAL, INSTITUTIONAL, AND
intellectual developments in Western Europe during the Middle
Ages find it easy to believe that “Western civilization was created in
medieval Europe.” George Holmes, the author of that sweeping state-
ment, argues further that

[tlhe forms of thought and action which we take for granted in modern Europe
and America, which we have exported to other substantial portions of the globe,
and from which indeed, we cannot escape, were implanted in the mentalities of our
ancestors in the struggles of the medieval centuries.!

Just what was implanted in the peoples of the Middle Ages between approxi-
mately 1050 to 1500? Nothing less than a capacity for establishing the founda-
tions of the nation state, parliaments, democracy, commerce, banking, higher
education, and various literary forms, such as novels and history.> By the late
Middle Ages, Europe had also produced numerous laborsaving technological
innovations. The profound problems involved in reconciling church and state,
and natural philosophy and Scripture were first seriously encountered in this
same period. Indeed, it was during the Middle Ages that canon and civil law
were reorganized and revitalized. Not only did these newly fashioned disci-
plines lay the foundations of Western legal systems, but from the canon law
also came the concept of a corporation, which enabled various institutions in
the West — commercial, educational, and religious — to organize and govern
themselves in a manner that had never been done before.

1. George Holmes, ed., The Oxford History of Medieval Europe (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1992), v. These are the opening words of the book in the “Editor’s Foreword.”
2. See ibid., v—vi.
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REASON AND SOCIETY

Why did Western Europe emerge in the tenth and eleventh centuries to
begin the development of all these institutions and activities? We may never
really know, but one factor that undoubtedly played a significant role was a
new self-conscious emphasis on reason that is already apparent in the edu-
cational activities of the eleventh century and in the emerging theology that
began at approximately the same time. The new emphasis on reason
affected all the subject areas that formed the curriculum of the universities
that came into being around 1200.

Concurrent with these developments was the application of reason to socie-
tal activities. In his splendid book, Reason and Society in the Middle Ages,
Alexander Murray takes a very broad approach to reason and shows it operat-
ing in various aspects of society. In the first part, he treats of reason in eco-
nomics, devoting separate chapters to money, avarice, and ambition, following
with a significant chapter titled “Reason and Power.” In this chapter, Murray
seeks to show that from the late eleventh century onward, there developed
“the concept that the mind, quite apart from any pleasure or edification its
exercise may afford, is an efficacious weapon in man’s battle with his environ-
ment.”3 Technology, magic, and astrology were all used to do battle with the
natural environment. By using one or more of these three tools, one could
exercise power over nature. Murray also regards the study of history as an illus-
tration of the use of reason because “history helped you avoid mistakes.”* The
study and use of arithmetic in commerce and government was another power-
ful illustration of the application of reason.s In all this, and in subsequent
treatment of the intellectual elite, the universities, and the nobility, Murray
emphasizes that the use of reason was viewed as a means to power and upward
mobility. He explicitly avoids academic discussions about faith and reason,
explaining that “academic disputes were relatively esoteric; and our business is
with reason on the broadest-possible social stage.”®

The broad manner in which Murray uses the term reason does not dis-
tinguish the ways in which the West used reason differently than it had ever
been used before. After all, mathematics, especially arithmetic and algebra,
was used extensively by the ancient Mesopotamians. The peoples of ancient
Mesopotamia also kept extensive economic records on clay tablets, thus

3. Alexander Murray, Reason and Society in the Middle Ages (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1978), L.

4. Ibid., 131.

5. See ibid., Part II, Chapters 6-8.

6. Ibid., 6.
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recording commercial dealings. And yet there is no evidence that the
Mesopotamian peoples self-consciously emphasized reason, although they
were clearly using it. In late antiquity and in Islam, magic and astrology
played significant roles. If these activities constitute an exercise of reason,
then we might well conclude that these other societies also emphasized rea-
son, perhaps as much as did the West. Murray has interpreted the use of
reason so broadly that we find little to distinguish the medieval Latin West
from Islam, the Byzantine Empire, and any other society in which magic,
astrology, and mathematics were practiced and used, and where upward
mobility may have been a factor. There is nothing distinctive about the use
of reason in the societal activities that Murray distinguishes.

In this volume, I shall largely confine my study of reason to medieval intel-
lectual life as it developed within the universities. In emphasizing the curricu-
lum of the medieval universities, I shall focus on the disciplines of natural
philosophy, logic, and theology and their interrelations, which inevitably
involved faith and reason. Murray omitted discussions of these subjects
because they were too esoteric and would draw attention away from the use of
reason on “the broadest-possible social stage.” And yet, I shall attempt to show
that it was in the esoteric domain of university scholasticism that reason was
most highly developed and perhaps ultimately most influential. Indeed, it was
permanently institutionalized in the universities of Europe. Reason was inter-
woven with the very fabric of a European-wide medieval curriculum and thus
played its most significant role in preparing the way for the establishment of a
deep-rooted scientific temperament” that was an indispensable prerequisite for
the emergence of early modern science. Reason in the university context was
not intended for the acquistion of power over others, or to improve the mate-
rial well-being of the general populace. Its primary purpose was to elucidate
the natural and supernatural worlds. In all the history of human civilization,
reason had never been accorded such a central role, one that involved so many
people over such a wide area for such an extended period. To explicate how
reason functioned in the university environment and how it was related to rev-
elation and faith, and, to a much lesser extent, how it was related to observa-
tion and sense perception, is the major objective of my study.

PERCEPTIONS OF HISTORICAL EPOCHS

The urge to cut history into tidy, manageable segments and to characterize
each segment by a memorable catch-phrase has been with us for some time,

7. Because I find the phrase “scientific temperament” descriptive of an important aspect of the
medieval approach to the world, I shall use it a number of times in this study.
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and will probably remain with us into the foreseeable future. Two widely
used phrases that purport to capture the essence of two historical epochs
are “The Age of Faith” for the Middle Ages and “The Age of Reason” for
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. If these are apt descriptive
phrases, we may properly infer that in moving from the Middle Ages to the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, we have shifted from faith to reason,
that we have somehow emerged from an age of uncritical belief, and even
ignorance, to one of knowledge based on the use of reason.

There is an element of truth in these pithy descriptive phrases. The
Middle Ages did stress faith, and the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
did lay emphasis on reason and reasoned discourse. But a single feature,
however prominent, cannot characterize an historical epoch. In every
period of history, many things develop and evolve concurrently. Although
faith was a powerful force in the Middle Ages, so was reason. In this study,
my aim is to describe and interpret the role that reason played in the
medieval effort to understand the physical and spiritual worlds.

We are many things simultaneously. Indeed, the dominance of science
and technology in our own age might tempt one to infer that ours is a pre-
eminently rational age. Closer inspection reveals how rash such an infer-
ence would be. Think of all the irrationalities that pervade our society,
many of them masquerading under the very science that epitomizes ration-
ality. New Age religions abound and alternative medical treatments promise
to accomplish what traditional medicine fails to achieve and cannot prom-
ise. Indeed, the ultimate health claim is immortality, a state of existence
that is promised to all who join People Forever (headquartered in
Scottsdale, Arizona). The claim of this aptly named organization is to have
discovered the secret of immortality. According to one of its spokespersons,
the human species “has the ability to perpetually renew itself” by “tapping
into the intelligence of the cells themselves.” People Forever claims that it
has members in 16 countries with a mailing list of 10,000 and a monthly
magazine. Although three of its members had died when a reporter wrote
about the group, and one of the group confessed that they could not guar-
antee immortality, another member insisted that “the minute you decide
you want to live forever, everything else falls into place.”® Indeed, in this
year of 2000, six years after the article about the group appeared in 1994,
the group is still around. From their website, where the last dated entry I
found is 1998, we can see that their leader, or one of their leaders, Mr.

8. From an Associated Press article in the Herald-Times of Bloomington, Indiana, on July 24,
1994.
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Charles Paul Brown, published a book titled Zogether Forever: An Invitation
to Physical Immortality? Moreover, “every Wednesday night, Charles and a
growing body of cellularly-connected individuals gather in Scottsdale,
Arizona to share the adventure of infinite immortal life.”™® Apparently,
audiotapes of “Charles’ expressions at the weekly gatherings are available
for $10 per set.”

Whatever else they may be, we can safely assume that the organizers of
this movement are not irrational — the dream of immortality has perhaps
made them comfortable, if not downright rich. But what about the
deluded individuals who join People Forever hoping, and expecting, to
achieve physical immortality? Do they mark an advance over medieval
gullibility and superstition? It does not appear so. In behalf of the denizens
of the Middle Ages, we might mention that they too were seized with a
great desire for immortality. But they achieved it the old-fashioned way: by
first dying, a method not susceptible to counterinstances.

Also noteworthy are past efforts by the now-defunct Soviet Union and the
United States to use psychic power to achieve state and military objectives.
Indeed, such powers are not reserved for governments alone. For a few dollars,
you can dial your favorite psychic and learn all about your future, or, if you
prefer, read your horoscope in a daily newspaper. The indubitable fact that
what we know today about the world and its operations dwarfs what was
known about it during the Middle Ages, might lead us to believe that this
enormous disparity in knowledge would also produce an analogous disparity
in the use of; and reliance on, reason. If we confine our comparison to the lit-
erate in both periods, we moderns of the twenty-first century ought to be emi-
nently more rational than our counterparts in the Middle Ages. But this is
hardly obvious, and is very likely untrue. Sheer magnitude or quantity of
information cannot in itself guarantee a more rational society. The Age of
Information that has engulfed us is, alas, not synonymous with knowledge
and wisdom. While science itself requires a rational methodology, the success
of science is no guarantee that those who live in a society in which science is
dominant and pervasive will usually act rationally. Untold mischief has been
done, and will continue to be done, under the good name of science.

9. The URL address in which excerpts from Mr. Browns book appear is:
http:/fwwws3.pair.com/genesis/charlespaulbrown/excerpts/index.html. A check of library cata-
logs shows that the book does exist under this title. It was published in Scottsdale, Arizona,
in 1990 by the Eternal Flame Foundation. On the Web site, the title of the book is erro-
neously given as Together Forever: An Invitation to Be Physically Immortal.

10. Cited from a different, though no longer existing, hyperlink that ended with
lgatherings/index. html.
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THE DARK SIDE OF REASON

Many aspects of human behavior carried out in the name of reason and sci-
ence are irrational, although not devastating. Nevertheless, we must recog-
nize that reason has an ominous, dark side. During the Middle Ages, much
else went on that was less lofty and noble than reason, sometimes even mas-
querading as reason. Superstition, religious persecution, brutality, and igno-
rance were reason’s constant companions. Many, if not most, of the medieval
authors who will be cited here for their emphasis on reason in one context
or another may have been far from rationalistic in many other aspects of
their lives. It is rare that one attribute — reason, or superstition, or brutality,
or whatever — dominates our behavior to the exclusion of all others.

If nothing else persuades us that those who lived in the Middle Ages
were no less rational than we moderns, and were perhaps even more
rational, we should recall the grotesque atrocities carried out in the twenti-
eth century by the likes of Adolf Hitler, Josef Stalin, Pol Pot, and a host of
lesser murderers. During the Middle Ages, heretics were considered danger-
ous to the faith and, therefore, in the absence of a tradition of tolerance,
often persecuted. Few in the Middle Ages would have judged the torture
and execution of heretics and witches as unreasonable. The twentieth cen-
tury was no stranger to such behavior. All too often, it witnessed the coexis-
tence of reason and irrational persecution. Even as they tortured and
murdered millions and millions, Adolf Hitler and Josef Stalin ruled over
governments that relied heavily on science, and, therefore, on the reason
that made it all possible. The dark side of reason will, unfortunately, always
be with us. The misapplication of reason to gain knowledge, to resolve
problems, or to control our lives better seems an unavoidable aspect of
human society. We cannot forget the perverse medical experiments that
were performed on innocent victims by Nazi and Japanese doctors during
World War II, nor indeed the infamous Tuskegee syphilis experiments in
the United States carried out on African Americans from 1932 to 1972.

The dark side of reason, which often draws upon ignorance, fear, preju-
dice, and hatred, is an all-too-common feature of the human condition.
Because of this perennial dark side, there is no effective means of measuring
and comparing the rationality of one age against the rationality of another.
But it is worth mentioning that witchcraft persecutions intensified in the
seventeenth century and magic played a greater role in the sixteenth cen-
tury than it ever did in the late Middle Ages, during the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries. The Middle Ages had its brutal atrocities and egre-
gious stupidities. It also had the Inquisition. By comparison to their mod-
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ern counterparts, however, the murderous irrationalities of the Middle Ages
seem less flagrant. Those who lived during the Middle Ages simply lacked
the capacity to kill and destroy on the scale of modern societies.

If this were a study of human society as a whole, the dark side of reason
would have to play a significant role. But this is a book about the positive side
of reason, rather than its ominous aspects, and I shall, therefore, say no more
about the societal impact of the darker recesses of the human intellect.

THE APPROACH TO REASON IN THIS STUDY

Without the rigorous use of reason to interpret the natural phenomena of
our physical world, Western society could not have developed science to its
present level. Indeed, our society cannot survive without science and the
reasoning that makes it possible. Even the problems science causes can only
be remedied by science itself. But when, how, and why did Western civiliza-
tion place reason at the center of intellectual life and thereby make possible
the development of modern science? The answer to the “when” part of this
query is straightforward: the late Middle Ages, from around 1100 to 1500.
In a book that is well known to scholars of eighteenth-century intellec-
tual history, Carl Becker showed rare insight into the nature of medieval
thought when he characterized it as highly rationalistic. “I know,” he
explained, “it is the custom to call the thirteenth century an age of faith,
and to contrast it with the eighteenth century, which is thought to be pre-
eminently the age of reason.” Becker explains that “since eighteenth-cen-
tury writers employed reason to discredit Christian dogma, a ‘rationalist’ in
common parlance came to mean an ‘unbeliever,” one who denied the truth
of Christianity. In this sense Voltaire was a rationalist, St. Thomas a man of
faith.” But Becker explains that Voltaire and Thomas did share something
rather important, namely, “the profound conviction that their beliefs could
be reasonably demonstrated.” Because of this shared conviction, “in a very
real sense, it may be said of the eighteenth century that it was an age of
faith as well as of reason, and of the thirteenth century that it was an age of
reason as well as of faith.” Much of this study is an effort to provide evi-
dential support for Becker’s perceptive insights by demonstrating that
medieval university scholars and teachers, spread over four centuries or

1. Carl L. Becker, The Heavenly City of the Eighteenth-Century Philosophers (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1952), 8.
12. Ibid.
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more, placed a heavy reliance on reason. Moreover, in the history of civi-
lization, they were the first to do so self-consciously on a grand scale.

In the modern incarnation of Western civilization, a new attitude
emerged toward reason and rationality. By the “modern incarnation of
Western civilization” I mean the new society that emerged from the trans-
formation of the Roman Empire in Western Europe during the turbulent
centuries of the barbarian invasions — from approximately the sixth to tenth
centuries.” By the late eleventh century an energetic new society and civi-
lization had come into existence and the momentous events that will be
mentioned and discussed in this study were under way. A major feature of
the new European society was an extraordinary emphasis on the use of rea-
son to understand the world and to solve problems, both practical and the-
oretical. Although the scope of reason would be greater in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, the period traditionally described as the Age of
Reason, I shall argue that that age began in the late Middle Ages, which
deserves to be regarded as the unqualified starting point for what would
become a growing and evolving emphasis on reason as the arbiter of dis-
putes and disagreements. The differences that seem to distinguish the use
of reason in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries from its use in the
late Middle Ages derive largely from major changes in European history —
the Protestant Reformation and the Scientific Revolution,™ to name two of
the most significant. The range of uses to which reason could be applied
undoubtedly expanded in the later period, but it could do so only because
the ground had been solidly prepared in the preceding centuries. Reason
was not a newly emphasized activity that burst forth in the so-called Age of
Reason in contrast to its relative absence in the late Middle Ages. I shall
argue that the Age of Reason is hardly imaginable without the central role
that reason played in the late Middle Ages. If revolutionary rational

13. Historians of the Roman Empire no longer speak of a “decline and fall” of that empire
in the West, to allude to Edward Gibbon’s famous title, but about a transformation into
something else. The Roman Empire in the East, the Byzantine Empire, was remarkably
strong and resilient, continuing on until 1453, when it was captured by the Turks and
became part of the Ottoman Empire. See Glen W. Bowersock, “The Vanishing
Paradigm of the Fall of Rome,” in Bulletin of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences
49 (May 1996), 29—43.

14. In recent years, the concept of a Scientific Revolution in the seventeenth century has been
challenged. But whatever term, or terms, we may use to embrace the dramatic changes that
occurred in science in that century, there could be no doubt that something significant
occurred. For lack of a better term to describe those changes, I have retained the expression
Scientific Revolution.
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thoughts were expressed in the Age of Reason, they were made possible
only because of the long medieval tradition that established the use of rea-
son as one of the most important of human activities.

Reason, however, is not a medieval invention. Indeed, it is an activity
that is manifested in every civilization and in every culture. Humans could
not survive without it. What differentiates Western civilization from other
societies and cultures that used reason is the self-consciousness with which
it was used, and the scope, intensity, and duration of its application.

The achievements of Western society were made possible because of the
intellectual gifts it received from the pagan Greeks, the Byzantine Christian
Greeks, and the civilization of Islam. Although reason was valued in these
civilizations, it was consciously esteemed by a relatively small number of
scholars who were never sufficiently influential to give reason the intellec-
tual standing that it would receive in the medieval West. The West did
what no other society had previously done: It institutionalized reason in its
universities, which were themselves an invention of the West.

But what is reason? How should it be understood for the purpose of this
inquiry? One cannot approach the use of reason in the Middle Ages without
simultaneously thinking of its opposite activity, revelation. Strictly speaking,
revelation, that is, the articles of faith, is not subject to reason. Revelation is
true because it embraces truths that are believed to come directly from God,
or from His revealed word in Holy Scripture. Such truths — the Trinity,
Incarnation, Redemption, and Eucharist — are beyond the comprehension of
human reason. Where reason applies logical analysis to problems about the
physical world and to aspects of the spiritual world, the same kinds of analy-
ses are of no avail when applied to articles of faith. Reason, Christians argued,
could neither prove nor disprove such revealed truths. Nevertheless, as we
shall see, Christian scholars, usually theologians or theologian-natural
philosophers, often tried to present reasoned analyses of revealed truths. They
did so ostensibly better to understand, or to demonstrate, what they already
believed on faith. We shall see that the use of reason in medieval theology and
natural philosophy was pervasive and wide-ranging. Indeed, medieval schol-
ars often seem besotted with reason. But there was one boundary line that
reason could not cross. Medieval intellectuals, whether logicians, theologians,
or natural philosophers, could not arrive at conclusions that were contrary to
revealed truth — that was heresy. Not until the seventeenth century, and then
far more pervasively in the eighteenth century, was reason applied to revela-
tion without restriction or qualification.

So far as my study is concerned, that is the major difference in the way
scholars used reason in the Middle Ages as compared to the way they used it
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in the Age of Reason. While it is a significant difference, it should not obscure
the more fundamental truth that reason, and reasoned argumentation, lay at
the heart of medieval intellectual life. Reason was the weapon of choice at
medieval universities. Its systematic application to all the disciplines taught at
the university gives us a sound basis for claiming that the academic use of rea-
son on a broad, even vast, scale was a medieval invention.

With the exception of revealed truth, reason in the Middle Ages could be
used to analyze virtually anything without fear of repression. By relating
reason to revelation, however, we only learn about the bounds within
which reason had to operate. From that, unfortunately, we do not learn
what reason is. Since my objective is to describe how reason was viewed by
medieval scholars, the role they assigned to it, and how they actually used
it, it will be useful to characterize briefly the medieval atticude toward rea-
son. During the late Middle Ages, reason in its traditional sense was
regarded as “a faculty or capacity whose province is theoretical knowledge
or inquiry; more broadly, the faculty concerned with ascertaining truth of
any kind.” The medieval understanding of theoretical knowledge was
derived from Aristotle, and it embraced metaphysics, or theology as it was
also called, natural philosophy, or physics, and mathematics. Overarching
all these disciplines was logic, which was regarded by Aristotle and his
medieval followers as the indispensable instrument for demonstrating theo-
retical knowledge.’® During the Middle Ages, reason was “contrasted some-
times with experience, sometimes with emotion and desire, sometimes with
faith.”7 In this study, I shall contrast reason with experience and faith, but
ignore emotion and desire.

Although logic, reason’s most precise expression, was the supreme tool for
the application of reason to theoretical knowledge, reason was regarded as
much broader than formal logic. Reason in the Middle Ages was not tied to
any particular theory of knowledge. Nominalists, realists, empiricists, and par-
tisans of other theories of knowledge in the history of philosophy have
regarded themselves as consciously applying reason to the resolution of philo-
sophical problems. A modern philosopher has presented a good sense of what
the broader aspects of reason and rationality imply for all philosophers,
including those of the Middle Ages. “Rational inquiry,” he has declared,

15. From A. R. M. (Alfred R. Mele), “theoretical reason,” in The Cambridge Dictionary of
Philosaphy, 796.

16. In the course of this study, I shall deal with all of these except mathematics.

17. A. R. M., “theoretical reason,” 796. Although A. R. M. does not mention the Middle Ages,
what he says serves to illuminate the role of reason in that period.

I0
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is to be viewed as an impersonal search for truth. It is impersonal in a number of
respects. First, there is some method of inquiry that can be used by anyone.
Second, the method yields evidence that would convince any rational person of the
truth or falsity of a particular theory. Finally, the product of applying this method
is a true theory that describes things adequately for any rational being and that, by
virtue of discounting the influence of any particular being’s contingent perspective,
furnishes a picture of the universe from a cosmic or “God’s eye” point of view.'8

The importance of rationality in Western thought cannot be overestimated.
For philosophers, it has been a “special tool for discovering truth,” and for
modern scientists, it has been the key to the transformation of society. Modern
science is the outcome of a rigorous and successful application of reason to
myriad problems that have confronted the human race over the centuries.

REASON FROM ANTIQUITY TO THE THIRTEENTH CENTURY

The self-conscious, explicit use of reason and the emphasis on rationality
go back to the ancient Greeks.?° But the path of reason was never smooth
and incremental. Already in antiquity, Sophists and Skeptics were critical of
rationality and the claims that had been made for it by Platonists and
Aristotelians.?” Nor did the ship of reason sail on smooth seas during the
late Middle Ages. But it did sail and survive the storms that battered it
from time to time.

With perhaps a few exceptions, philosophers, scientists, and natural
philosophers in the ancient and medieval periods believed unequivocally in
the existence of a unique, objective world that, with the exception of miracles,
was regarded as intelligible, lawful, and essentially knowable. Thus, the powers
of reason could be applied to a real, external world that had changeable and
unchangeable characteristics. The parts of that world were not regarded as of
equal value and virtue. To the contrary, almost all medieval scholars, following
Aristotle, believed in a hierarchical universe where, at the very least, the celes-
tial region was regarded as incomparably superior to the terrestrial region — the

18. From Stephen Nathanson, The Ideal of Rationality (Adantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities
Press International, 1985), 10.

19. Robert Nozick, The Nature of Rationality (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993),
xil.

20. If earlier peoples had similar attitudes toward reason, they have not been preserved in any
literary traditions of which I am aware.

21. See Calvin O. Schrag, The Resources of Rationality: A Response to the Postmodern Challenge
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992), 1.
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part of the world that lies below the moon, or between the moon and the cen-
ter of the earth.?? While reason was not considered the only means of under-
standing this hierarchical cosmos, it was viewed favorably because it seemed
the most powerful tool available for attaining knowledge about the regular
day-to-day workings of the real, natural world.

The instruments that reason used for understanding the hierarchical, exter-
nal world of the Middle Ages were logic, natural philosophy, metaphysics, and
the exact sciences. At first, the ecclesiastical authorities in Paris, the most
important intellectual center of medieval Europe by virtue of being the loca-
tion of the University of Paris, viewed with alarm the secular learning that had
begun entering the West in the latter half of the twelfth century. As evidence
of this, Aristotle’s natural philosophy was banned at the University of Paris
during most of the first half of the thirteenth century. By 1245, however, natu-
ral philosophy and the sciences were fully embraced, and they became the pil-
lars on which the university arts curriculum was built. But theology and
natural philosophy, or theologians and natural philosophers, found themselves
in conflict again in the 1270s. Conservative theologians were alarmed at the
tone and content of discussions in natural philosophy. They were concerned
that Aristotle’s natural philosophy was circumscribing God’s absolute power to
do anything He pleased, short of a logical contradiction. They feared that nat-
ural philosophers in the faculty of arts at the University of Paris were too capti-
vated by Aristotle’s opinions and would adopt his ideas at the expense of
Church tenets and revealed truth. There was also an ongoing interdisciplinary
struggle at the University of Paris between the two faculties of arts and theol-
ogy. The arts masters regarded themselves as the guardians of reason as embod-
ied in the natural philosophy of Aristotle. They were professional natural
philosophers, some of whom devoted their lives to that discipline. The theolo-
gians in the faculty of theology, most of whom had also studied natural philos-
ophy, were responsible for interpreting revelation as embodied in the Bible
and Church doctrine and law. In the 1260s, conservative theologians became
alarmed at some interpretations of Aristotle that were either written or trans-
mitted orally.

In 12770, acting on the appeals of some of his theologians, the bishop of
Paris, Etienne Tempier, condemned 13 articles that had been drawn from
the writings of Aristotle and his Islamic commentator, Averroés. In 1272,
the faculty of arts, trying to circumvent more drastic action, instituted an

22. On the celestial and terrestrial regions and their relations, see Edward Grant, Planets, Stars,
& Orbs: The Medieval Cosmos, 1200-1687 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994).
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oath that required all masters of arts to avoid theological questions in their
teachings and writings. If perchance theological ideas and concepts were
unavoidable, it was made incumbent on the oath taker to resolve the dis-
pute in favor of the faith.” The tensions were apparently unresolved during
the next few years, because in March, 1277, the bishop of Paris condemned
219 propositions drawn largely from the works of Aristotle, as well as from
current ideas and distortions of those ideas, that were circulating in Paris.
The Condemnation of 1277 not only set theologians against arts masters
but also exacerbated rivalries among the theologians themselves, pitting
neoconservative Augustinian theologians, perhaps influenced by St.
Bonaventure, who had died in 1274, against the Dominican followers of St.
Thomas Aquinas, who also died in 1274. So bitter was the controversy that
some of St. Thomas’s opinions were among those condemned in 12777.

Despite these difficulties, natural philosophy was welcomed within
Western Christendom and became a powerful tool for both natural
philosophers and theologians. It was valued precisely because it represented
a rational approach to the world and was, therefore, viewed as supplement-
ing revelation, and occasionally even explaining it. No better tribute was
paid to the utility and importance of natural philosophy than its adoption
as the basic subject of study in the curriculum of all arts faculties of
medieval universities.

REASON AND REVELATION

Although, as we have seen, Carl Becker believed that in the Middle Ages
reason played a significant role in addition to faith, he explained how that
reason was employed. “Intelligence,” by which Becker means reason,

was essential, since God had endowed men with it. But the function of intelligence
was strictly limited. Useless to inquire curiously into the origin or final state of exis-
tence, since both had been divinely determined and sufficiently revealed. Useless,
even impious, to inquire into its ultimate meaning, since God alone could fully
understand it. The function of intelligence was therefore to demonstrate the truth
of revealed knowledge, to reconcile diverse and pragmatic experience with the
rational pattern of the world as given in faith.>4

23. The statute was translated by Lynn Thorndike, University Records and Life in the Middle
Ages (New York: Columbia University Press, 1944), 85—86. Thorndike’s translation is
reprinted in Edward Grant, A Source Book in Medieval Science (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1974), 44—45.

24. Becker, The Heavenly City, 7.
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Becker’s insistence that “intelligence,” or reason, was solely confined to
“demonstrate the truth of revealed knowledge” is untenable. The entire
span between the “origin” and “final state” of existence is equivalent to the
period that the created cosmos had endured. It was not theology’s role to
investigate the workings of that cosmos. That task fell to natural philoso-
phy and science, which relied most heavily on reason, and to a lesser extent
on experience and observation (see Chapter 5), to carry out their mission.
Indeed, it was natural philosophy (and logic) that provided the theologians
with the reasoned arguments they needed — or thought they needed — to
investigate revealed knowledge. Why natural philosophy was so vital to the
dissemination of reason will be made apparent later (see Chapter 3).

Much of what can be construed as reason, or reasonable, in the late
Middle Ages is similar to our own ideas about reason and rationality.
Nevertheless, there are significant differences that derive from radically dif-
ferent views about the relationship between reason and revelation and rea-
son and experience. As we shall see in the following chapters, the earliest
emphasis on reason in the intellectual life of the Middle Ages was a by-
product of the turmoil that afflicted Europe from the sixth to tenth cen-
turies. The problems that eventually served to project reason into the
forefront were associated with the disarray and disorganization of knowl-
edge in crucial areas of human activity, most notably in theology and law.
Even more important was the age-old Christian problem between faith and
reason. That relationship is of momentous significance in understanding
how reason was used and the scope it had. But reason fared as well as it did
because the same Christian society that had to cope with the relationship
between reason and revelation eagerly, though often with some trepidation
and anxiety, embraced the most monumental collection of rationalistic
works assembled anywhere in the world prior to the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, namely, the works of Aristotle, the greatest of Greek
philosophers. Aristotle’s ideas and attitudes transformed the way the West
thought about the world and its operations.

During the late Middle Ages, those who applied reason to the solution of
problems in theology knew that, in the final analysis, reason was subordi-
nate to faith, the Christian faith based on the revelation of fundamental
truths that were assumed to be beyond the ken of reason. Not until the
eighteenth century could one suggest with impunity, though not without
some hostile reaction, that unhindered reason was the only appropriate
means of investigating all phenomena, including revealed religion.

Reason was important in the Middle Ages because the domain of
thought was divided between truths presented by revelation and truths

14
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made available by reason. But if revelation was truth beyond compare, the
rock on which Christian society was built, reason became the means to
understand that revelation and its associated spiritual matters. In explicat-
ing the mysteries of revelation, reason was clearly subordinate, although its
role would be significant and it often took on a life of its own. But reason
was much more than a mere handmaiden for the explication of revelation.
It was the essential tool for explaining the operation of the entire physical
cosmos. Indeed, that was its primary role, a role that was given to it by
Aristotle in his natural books. Because Christians wisely avoided
Christianizing, or theologizing, natural philosophy, natural philosophers
pursued knowledge about the universe in a remarkably secular and rational-
istic manner with little interference from the Church and its theologians,
who were themselves often engaged in the same activity: trying to under-
stand the workings of the physical world. Much of this study will be
devoted to explaining and illustrating these activities.

Does reason’s subordination to religion during the Middle Ages signify
that the Age of Reason could not have occurred in that period? It does, if
by the Age of Reason we mean that everything, including revelation, is sub-
ject to analysis by reason. “In the field of religion,” during the Age of
Reason, “reason was considered capable of finding in itself and by itself the
essential truths touching the nature of God and the duties of man; as a
guiding principle it was sufficient in itself.”> This book, however, is not
about the Age of Reason, but about its beginnings. Without the momen-
tous events that unfolded in the Middle Ages, during the period from
approximately 1100 to 1500, the seventeenth-century version of the Age of
Reason could not have occurred. In this study, I shall attempt to demon-
strate this profound truth, and also to show how the Middle Ages came to
be seen through a distorted historical lens. Rather than the proper percep-
tion of the late Middle Ages as one in which reason was regarded as the
most powerful investigative resource available to the human intellect, the
Middle Ages came to be viewed as an age in which reason was largely
absent, an age in which superstition, ignorance, and empty rhetoric flour-
ished in place of reason.

This study will be divided into seven chapters and a conclusion. The first
describes the low point of European civilization in the early Middle Ages
and the vibrant, new society that emerged in the eleventh and twelfth cen-
turies. In the second chapter, I shall describe the emergence of reason as a

25. Ernest Campbell Mossner, Bishop Butler and the Age of Reason: A Study in the History of
Thought (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1936), 14.
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potent factor in the early Middle Ages to the end of the twelfth century;
and in the third chapter, I shall briefly describe the new elements — the
translations, especially the works of Aristotle; Aristotle himself and why he
was so important; and the universities — that allowed European society to
institutionalize reason and to perpetuate its impact and influence. In the
following three chapters, I describe the way medieval scholars used logic
(Ch. 4), natural philosophy (Ch. 5), and theology (Ch. 6), indicating the
manner in which these disciplines employed reason and the extent to which
these three disciplines relied on, or used, each other.?¢

Despite the great emphasis on reason that was characteristic of medieval
thought, and that will be described in this study, the Middle Ages is hardly
known as an age of reason. Indeed, it is more often thought of as an age of
unreason. One need only mention the word “Inquisition” to arouse in a
modern audience ideas of ignorance, superstition, cruelty, and fear. Indeed,
one need only utter the word “medieval” to cause the same feelings. How
did the Middle Ages come to be viewed as a period that was antithetical to
reason? How did such a patently false idea about the Middle Ages take
root? Answers to these questions will be attempted in the seventh, and con-
cluding, chapter.

I have reserved the Conclusion for examining perhaps the most impor-
tant consequence of a widespread and intensive use of reason: the culture
and spirit of “poking around.”

In these chapters, my aim is to focus on the positive use of reason as it
shaped the intellectual life of medieval Europe. I shall emphasize those aspects
of reason that exhibit the “scientific temperament,” and pay little attention
to the manner in which reason was used to organize and disseminate the
knowledge that reason itself had produced. When all is done, I hope that I
shall have successfully balanced accounts by showing that just as the Middle
Ages laid the foundation for the irrational witchcraft persecutions of the seven-
teenth century, so also did it lay the foundations for the Age of Reason, which,
in its most positive and laudable aspects, was associated with the new science
of the seventeenth century and the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century.

26. For the two other disciplines, law and medicine, see Chapters 2 and 3.
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THE EMERGENCE OF A TRANSFORMED
EUROPE IN THE TWELFTH CENTURY

Y THE ELEVENTH AND TWELFTH CENTURIES, A NEW CIVILIZATION

had emerged in Western Europe. That new civilization was largely a
product of the peoples of northern Europe, who had been at the fringes of
Roman civilization for many centuries. In the course of a lengthy period of
upheaval and transformation, from around 400 to 1000, a new Europe was
formed in the West, the product of a fusion of the new, largely Germanic,
peoples with the inhabitants of the older Roman civilization.!

CENTURIES OF DISSOLUTION: EUROPE AT ITS NADIR

The birth of the new Europe was a lengthy process because Germanic tribes
— Ostrogoths, Visigoths, Burgundians, Lombards, Franks, and others —
from the fourth to the seventh centuries were constantly at war in the
northern part of continental Europe, or in process of migration, as imperial
Rome weakened and gradually dissolved in Western Europe. Just when it
seemed that the Franks under Charlemagne would bring a much greater
degree of stability and peace than had hitherto been known in Europe, the
death of Charlemagne in 814 brought further disintegration. The tendency
toward central government ended, and the trend toward feudal states accel-
erated as noble families sought to retain whatever power and land they pos-
sessed, and to add whatever they could by fair means or foul.

Superimposed on these intrafrankish struggles was an even greater danger:
the scourge of the Norsemen, who began invading various parts of Europe in
the late eighth century and increased their raids and conquests during the

1. For a summary account of this early formative period, see Edward James, “The Northern
World in the Dark Ages 400-900,” in George Holmes, ed., The Oxford History of Medieval
Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 59—108.
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ninth and tenth centuries. They struck into France, where they laid siege to
Paris in 885—886, the Low Countries, Britain, Ireland, and Spain. As
Norsemen transformed into Normans, they invaded Sicily and southern Italy
in the eleventh century; and as warriors known as Rus, they invaded Russia in
the East and gave it their name. But “after the thieving and the killing and the
land-taking, they [the Norsemen] farmed and gradually became Englishmen,
Irishmen, Scotsmen, Frenchmen, and Slavs.”? So thorough was their absorp-
tion into the surrounding native populations that the Vikings left hardly any
trace of their native culture and language. As they settled down in various
locales, however, they showed an unusual aptitude for governing, as was espe-
cially evident by the Norsemen who became the Normans of northern France
and carried their talents into England and Sicily. As if the Germanic tribes and
the Norse were not enough of an affliction, Europe was also assaulted by
Magyars in the East and by Muslim pirates in the Mediterranean.

Because of the barbarian invasions that endured almost continuously from
the fifth to the tenth centuries, Roman civilization in the West suffered griev-
ously as the peoples of that region sought to preserve what they could of an
imperial Roman legacy that had become little more than a vague historical
memory. With meaningful centralized government virtually nonexistent, feu-
dal kingdoms largely governed Europe. But somehow, by the eleventh and
twelfth centuries, Europe was transformed into a new and vibrant society.
How is this phenomenon to be explained? How was it possible for a Europe
that had been wracked by invasions and chaotic conditions for centuries to
emerge as a new and vigorous society? Whatever the explanation, the firm
foundations of a new society had been laid by the eleventh and twelfth cen-
turies. The barbarian invasions were over and the integration of peoples —
Romans and barbarians and barbarians with barbarians — was completed. A
new society had come into being with characteristics that were radically differ-
ent from the Roman Empire, and from any other society that had ever existed.
What made it exceptional is the emphasis it would place on reason and ration-
ality. In a real sense, Western Europe became a society obsessed with reason,
which it consciously employed in many, if not most, of its activities. Nothing
like it had ever been seen.

THE GRADUAL EVOLUTION TOWARD A NEW EUROPE

With the cessation of destructive invasions from outside, Europe entered a
period of relative peace and equilibrium. Political conditions improved

2. See E. Donald Logan, “Vikings,” in Joseph R. Strayer, ed., Dictionary of the Middle Ages, vol.
12 (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1989), 436. The brackets are mine.
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considerably. Much of France was reasonably governed because many
French feudal lords provided a stable political environment that brought
order from disorder. Many French knights and adventurers — Normans and
others — left France to seck their fortunes elsewhere. They brought French-
style feudal government to Anglo-Saxon England, to Italy, Sicily, Spain,
and Portugal. They seem to have had a flair for governing and thus helped
stabilize Europe. As an indication of the new penchant for government,
one need only call to mind the famous Domesday Inquest instituted in
1086 in England by William the Conqueror, the Norman ruler of that land.
Only a strong government could have carried out such a detailed inventory.
Europe’s renewal is also evidenced by the reconquest of Spain from the
Muslims, which was well under way by the end of the eleventh century and
would continue through the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, untl rela-
tively little was left of the Muslim conquest of Spain.

The Revival of the Economy: Agriculture and the Cities

With the establishment of greater security, Europe’s economy revived and
the standard of living rose. Significant advances were made in agriculture,
so that European farmers were able to produce far more food than they
required for their own needs. They could do this because of agricultural
improvements in the early Middle Ages. Northern Europe saw the advent
of the heavy plough, which was made feasible for turning over heavy soils
by new ways of using horsepower effectively.3 Two advances made the horse
useful for the new agriculture: the nailed horseshoe, available in the West
by the end of the ninth century; and the replacement of the yoke-harness
with the collar-harness. The horse collar was padded and rigid and rested
on the shoulders of the horse, thus enabling it to pull a load without chok-
ing, as often happened with the yoke-harness, one strap of which was
wrapped around the horse’s neck. As the horse pulled, the neck strap tight-
ened, thus restricting the flow of air and often causing it to suffocate. By
contrast, a horse harnessed around the shoulders with a padded, rigid collar
not only avoided this cruel fate but was also capable of pulling a load four
or five times heavier than it could pull with a yoke-harness. With the adap-
tation of the horse for the plough, agriculture was ready for a great leap for-

3. See Lynn White, Jr., Medieval Technology and Social Change (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1962), 57; also see Lynn White, Jr., “Agriculture and Nutrition,” in Joseph R. Strayer,
ed., Dictionary of the Middle Ages, vol. 1 (1982), 89—92, and David Nicholas, The Evolution of
the Medieval World (New York: Longman Publishing, 1992), 287.
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ward. Since the horse is quicker and has more endurance than an ox, it was
a far more efficient source of power for farmers, who could now plough
more land more quickly than ever before. “By the end of the eleventh cen-
tury,” Lynn White informs us, “the plough horse must have been a com-
mon sight on Europe’s northern plains.”

To these advances, we must add the replacement of the two-field system of
crop rotation with that of the three-field system. In the two-field system, half
of the arable land was ploughed and half left at rest, whereas in the three-field
system, two-thirds of the land was ploughed and cultivated in any given year,
with only one-third left uncultivated. On a 60o-acre farm, for example, use of
the two-field rotation system meant that 300 acres were cultivated in any given
year and 300 left fallow. In the three-field system, 400 acres would be culti-
vated with 200 left fallow. By planting the extra 100 acres, farmers increased
their productivity by one-third. With horseshoes and collar-harnesses, horses
could assume the extra burden. By means of these cumulative advances,
European agricultural productivity was enormously increased.

With more food available on a regular basis, the general population grew,
especially in the cities and towns. In time, it became necessary to build
hundreds of new towns. Europeans began to colonize previously unpopu-
lated, or lightly populated, lands, or they drove eastward against the Slavs,
as the Germans did in their movement beyond the Elbe River. As the quest
for land intensified, inhabitants in the Low Countries began to reclaim
land from the sea. Europeans were on the move and significant migrations
occurred. Free men populated many of the new towns:

By 1100 Europe had a surplus of agricultural products, an increasing population,
and a surplus of labor. The surplus of food made it possible to support large num-
bers of men who were not directly engaged in agriculture; the surplus of labor
encouraged manufacturing and trade. As the towns grew they stimulated agricul-
ture by affording markets which could absorb all the food produced for miles
around. So more land was cleared, and more new villages were founded, and this in
turn made possible a new increase in urban economic activities.s

This process continued on through the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.
By the end of the twelfth century, the level of commerce and manufactur-
ing in Europe was probably greater than it had been at the height of the

4. White, Medieval Technology, 63. For more on horses, see White, “Agriculture and Nutrition,”
in Dictionary of the Middle Ages, vol. 1 (1982), 92—93.

5. Joseph R. Strayer and Dana Carleton Munro, The Middle Ages 3951500 (New York:
Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1942), 191.
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Roman Empire. There can be no doubt that between the ninth and thir-
teenth centuries, Europe had been transformed. A money economy had
come into being.

Significant changes in government also occurred. Two major conflicts
developed: one between towns (or cities) and neighboring feudal rulers, the
other between secular and ecclesiastical rulers. The increasingly free, urban
populations sought as much self-government as they could get and strug-
gled to free themselves from taxes imposed by hereditary nobles. The con-
cept of a commune was developed, with attendant rights of citizenship. To
increase their power and protect their rights, the cities of Europe oppor-
tunistically aligned themselves with whomever could advance their objec-
tives: popes, kings, emperors, or independent princes. The rise of towns
was momentous because

[i]t upset the balance of power in every European country. The towns were wealthy,
they had great strategic value, and some of them had important military or naval
forces. A ruler who could use the new wealth and new power of the towns could break
any internal opposition; a ruler who could not control his towns had little authority.
This is one of the most important keys to an understanding of the political events of
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The kings of France and England, who gained
control of their towns, were able to create powerful unified monarchies. In the Low
Countries, control of the towns went to the feudal lords, who became practically inde-
pendent princes. In Italy the towns aided by the pope, gained complete freedom and
in doing so destroyed the power of the emperor. The political future of every

European country was determined by the relations between its king and the towns.®

Thus it was that cities became a powerful force in the economic, politi-
cal, religious, and cultural life of the European continent. When combined
with other significant changes, we may appropriately speak of a new
Europe that had emerged by the eleventh and twelfth centuries, a Europe
that had developed striking, even momentous, features, most of which
proved permanent. Some of these had roots in ancient Greek thought, in
the early centuries of Christianity, and also in Greco-Islamic (or Arabic)
culture; others only emerged in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. To
understand and appreciate the extraordinary role of reason and rationality
in Western Europe, it is essential to identify and describe those features that
were conducive and, in some instances, even essential, to the emergence
and subsequent preservation of reason and rationality.

6. Ibid., 198-199.
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The Separation of Church and State

One feature of Western civilization that facilitated the emergence of reason
as a significant component in intellectual and social life was the separation
of church and state embodied in the momentous words of Jesus to the
Pharisees: “Render therefore unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s; and
unto God the things that are God’s” (Matt. 22.21). The papacy acknowl-
edged the two separate jurisdictions, as when Pope Gelasius (492—496)
declared that “there are ... two by whom principally this world is ruled: the
sacred authority of the pontiffs, and the royal power.”” Here Pope Gelasius
gave voice to the concept of “two swords,” one secular, the other religious.®
Although each recognized the independence of the other, one almost
inevitably tried to dominate. Some secular and religious leaders sought to
control both realms by imposing a theocracy. Among secular rulers,
“Charles the Great [Charlemagne],” for example, “conceived of his empire
as a theocracy, in which the emperor was God’s representative, and in
which the Church, whose one concern was religion, was one of the instru-
ments of the state.” From the sixth to eleventh centuries, the state tended
to impose its will on the Church. Secular rulers, kings and powerful nobles,
often appointed higher clergy — abbots and bishops — who, not infre-
quently, were relatives.

But if the Church was not always able to enforce its will on the secular
authorities, its claims of supremacy were more outrageous than those that
had been proclaimed by the state. It envisioned itself as heir to the Roman
Empire’s global dominion, wherein the Church replaced the state and
popes would rule over the vast domain once governed by emperors. This
was nothing less than a Christian theocracy. In the fifth century, Pope
Gelasius, whom we have already encountered, unqualifiedly declared the
greater importance of priests over secular rulers.”® But for many centuries,
secular rulers ignored papal claims to supremacy and intervened in, and
often controlled, the elections of bishops by the investiture process. In the-
ory, when a bishop was elected to his office, he was supposed to receive a

7. Quoted from Williston Walker, A History of the Christian Church (New York: Scribner’s,
1949), 135.

8. For the biblical origins of the “two swords” concept, see John L. LaMonte, The World of the
Middle Ages: A Reorientation of Medieval History (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts,
Inc., 1949), 254-255.

9. James Westfall Thompson and Edgar Nathaniel Johnson, An Introduction to Medieval
Europe 300—1500 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1937), 379.

10. Walker, A History of the Christian Church, 7.
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double investiture, a spiritual investiture from his ecclesiastical superior,
and a temporal investiture from the secular ruler, initially the Roman
emperor, later kings, dukes, and other feudal nobility. From the days of the
Roman Empire, however, secular rulers, usually emperors, had insisted on
investing a bishop with both the spiritual and temporal authority of his
office. How effectively this was carried out depended on the relative
strengths of the secular and spiritual powers. From the early ninth to
eleventh centuries, the secular authorities usually enjoyed the power to
enforce a double investiture and thus control the election of bishops.

The Papal Revolution

With the papacy of Gregory VII (1073-1085), the Church entered the
famous Investiture Struggle (1075-1122), a protracted, and largely success-
ful, conflict with the secular authorities for control of Church offices.
Gregory VII employed his formidable energy to assert the supremacy of
papal over secular power. In a work he wrote for himself in 1075, called the
Dictatus Papae (The Popes Dictate), Gregory VII proclaimed that “the
Roman church has never erred, nor will it err to all eternity”; that the pope
“himself may be judged by no one,” and that “a sentence passed by him
may be retracted by no one.” Gregory claimed moreover that a pope “may
absolve subjects from their fealty to wicked men” and that “of the pope
alone all princes shall kiss the feet”; that he “may be permitted to ... depose
emperors” and that “he alone may use the imperial insignia.”™

Gregory VII began the process that culminated in 1122 in the Concordat
of Worms (during the reign of the French pope, Calixtus II [1119-1124]),
whereby the Holy Roman Emperor agreed to give up spiritual investiture
and allow free ecclesiastical elections. The process manifested by the
Investiture Struggle has been appropriately called the Papal Revolution.™ Its
most immediate consequence was that it freed the clergy from domination
by secular authorities: emperors, kings, and feudal nobility. With control
over its own clergy, the papacy became an awesome, centralized, bureau-
cratic powerhouse, an institution in which literacy, a formidable tool in the
Middle Ages, was concentrated.

1. All of these brief quotations are from Thompson and Johnson, An Introduction to Medieval
Europe, 378-379.

12. This expression is employed by Berman in Chapter 2, titled “The Origin of the Western
Legal Tradition in the Papal Revolution,” in his Law and Revolution: The Formation of the
Western Legal Tradition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983), 85—119.
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The Papal Revolution had major political, economic, social, and cultural
consequences. With regard to the cultural and intellectual consequences, it
“may be viewed as a motive force in the creation of the first European uni-
versities, in the emergence of theology and jurisprudence and philosophy as
systematic disciplines, in the creation of new literary and artistic styles, and
in the development of a new consciousness.” European universities, and
the disciplines of theology, law, and philosophy that took root in those uni-
versities, were destined to play a vital role in the development of reason and
rationality in European civilization, a story that will be told in Chapter 3.

As a result of the Papal Revolution, the papacy grew stronger and more
formidable. It reached the pinnacle of its power more than a century later
in the pontificate of Innocent III (1198-1216), perhaps the most powerful of
all medieval popes, who unabashedly proclaimed that “The Lord Jesus
Christ has set up one ruler over all things as his universal vicar, and, as all
things in heaven, earth and hell bow the knee to Christ, so should all obey
Christ’s vicar, that there be one flock and one shepherd.” In a more specific
reference to the secular power, Innocent used a popular simile involving
sun and moon:

As God, the creator of the universe, set two great lights in the firmament of heaven,
the greater light to rule the day and the lesser light to rule the night [Gen. 1.15, 16], so
He set two great dignities in the firmament of the universal church, ... the greater to
rule the day, that is, souls, and the lesser to rule the night, that is, bodies. These digni-
ties are the papal authority and the royal power. And just as the moon gets her light
from the sun, and is inferior to the sun in quality, quantity, position and effect, so the
royal power gets the splendor of its dignity from the papal authority.™+

While the Church was abolishing lay investiture and advancing its own
claims with stunning success, the power of the secular states of Europe was
also growing. Despite many claims and counterclaims that were made
between church and state in Western Christendom, and the fact that one or
the other tried to dominate when an opportunity arose, the separation
endured, largely because the Papal Revolution had vaulted the Church into
virtual parity with the secular authorities.

13. Berman, Law and Revolution, 100. For Berman’s brief summaries of the political and socio-
economic aspects of the Papal Revolution, see 100-103.

14. Cited from Thompson and Johnson, An Introduction to Medieval Europe, 645. The authors
also observe that “Frederick IT [Holy Roman Emperor and bitter foe of Innocent ITI] used
the same simile, but insisted that the sun should keep out of the moon’s orbit.” Ibid. I have

added the bracketed description.
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Although the Papal Revolution was an equalizing process in power and
authority between church and state, the latter had much to learn from the for-
mer. Of the two entities, the Church was far more centralized and effective. In
achieving its revolution, and developing an efficient and far-flung bureaucracy,
the Church inadvertently laid the foundation for the modern state, the model
for which, ironically, was the Church itself. For the Papal Revolution, as
Berman describes it, laid “the foundation for the subsequent emergence of the
modern secular state by withdrawing from emperors and kings the spiritual
competence which they had previously exercised.” As a consequence,

[tc]he Church had the paradoxical character of a church-state, a Kirchenstaat: it was
a spiritual community which also exercised temporal functions, and whose consti-
tution was in the form of a modern state. The secular state on the other hand, had
the paradoxical character of a state without ecclesiastical functions, a secular polity,
all of whose subjects also constituted a spiritual community living under a separate
spiritual authority.’s

The Papal Revolution allowed the Church “to create an autonomous
legal order. It asserted a right to jurisdiction, a right to hear all cases within
its domain, a right to legislate new laws, and a commitment to conduct its
affairs according to law.”"® As a consequence, the Church “established the
model by which secular states could organize their affairs, establish courts,
elect officials, and enact their own laws, in order to govern their political,
economic, and social domains.””

But the Papal Revolution achieved more than that. By insuring that sec-
ular authorities were excluded from ecclesiastical involvement, the Church
inadvertently helped create a more positive environment for secular affairs.
It enabled Western civilization to avoid the pitfalls of Caesaropapism,
which had bedeviled the Byzantine Empire. It had helped create secular
governing entities within which reasoned discourse, without revelation,
could be carried on. In time, these secular governments would assume
responsibility for most of the universities of Europe and assume many func-
tions that had previously been conducted by the Church.

Education and Learning: The Cathedral Schools

From the time of Charlemagne, who was crowned emperor of the Romans
in A.D. 800, the tradition of learning was gradually extended and intensi-

15. Berman, Law and Revolution, 115.

16. Toby E. Huff, The Rise of Early Modern Science: Islam, China, and the West (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1993), 126.

7. Ibid.
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fied. In 789, Charlemagne issued a capitulary in which he called for the
establishment of schools in monasteries and cathedrals. The monasteries
were the first to respond, and famous schools appeared at Fulda, St. Gallen,
and Corbey.™® By the eleventh and twelfth centuries, however, the locus of
educational activity had moved from monasteries to schools connected
with cathedrals. Since cathedrals were in the major cities of dioceses, the
emergence of cathedral schools marks a significant shift of education from
the countryside to the cities of Western Europe. Among cathedral schools,
those at Paris, Liege, Rheims, Orleans, Laon, and Chartres achieved great
fame in their day. Established initially to educate secular clergy, the cathe-
dral schools soon attracted laymen who wished to learn Latin and other
subjects useful for professional purposes in medicine, law, or civil or ecclesi-
astical administration. Many famous teachers were associated with cathe-
dral schools, from Gerbert of Aurillac, founder of the school at Rheims in
the late tenth century, to Peter Abelard of the cathedral school of Paris in
the first half of the twelfth century, who was perhaps the most famous
teacher in the Middle Ages. Sandwiched between these two was Fulbert of
Chartres, who “is the patriarch among the masters of the great cathedral
schools” and who was “the first to form a school with a distinctive tradition
which persisted long after his death.”

Almost from their beginnings, the cathedral schools fulfilled a valuable
need. Students flocked to them from all over Europe. Famous masters
attracted large numbers of students. It was customary for students to move
around and study with different masters, sometimes reinforcing and
extending their knowledge of the same subject, but often studying different
subjects. A significant aspect of cathedral schools was the diversity of sub-
jects taught. In a striking paragraph, R. R. Bolgar has brilliantly captured
the essential role played by these unusual and important schools:

The teachers who thus collected round the great cathedrals and the more famous
collegiate churches like St Genevieve in Paris gave instruction not so much in the
elements of Latin as in advanced grammar which involved the reading of authors;
and they also treated rhetoric, the subjects of the Quadrivium which served as a
preparation for medicine, elementary law, and above all dialectic. Rheims under
Gerbert and later the schools of Chartres were famous for their science. Bologna
acquired a great reputation first for literary studies and later for Roman law, while

18. See R. R. Bolgar, The Classical Heritage and Its Beneficiaries (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1954), 194; on the cathedral schools, see 193—201.
19. R. W. Southern, The Making of the Middle Ages (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1953),

197.
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Paris became the centre for theology, dialectic, and philosophical learning in general.
They all served professional rather than strictly religious aims. Even the education
they offered to those whose careers were to lie within the Church was primarily
technical in character. For theology, especially the philosophical theology of the
twelfth century, Canon Law, and the niceties of ecclesiastical administration must in
the last analysis be regarded as professional interests. And in addition they seem to
have drawn into their classrooms an appreciable number of those who intended to
spend their lives in definitely lay pursuits, in legal work, medicine, or municipal and
feudal business. Their fundamentally non-religious character was long masked,
however, by the fact that their students were all supposed to be clerics. The conven-
ient clerical status conferred by the possession of minor orders enabled them to wel-
come not only the type of student who even at an earlier date might anyway have
attended an ecclesiastical school, but also those categories who formerly would have
been educated in a private and unorganised fashion by lay teachers.2°

The original purpose of the cathedral schools had been to teach the read-
ing and writing of Latin in the form of grammar and rhetoric. Students were
also exposed to pagan Latin literature, which was subsumed under grammar
and rhetoric. In time, however, and as available expertise permitted, the
schools added courses in logic and natural philosophy, perhaps even some
rudimentary science. To these possibilities, some schools added professional
training in civil and canon law, theology, and medicine. Although it may be
somewhat of an exaggeration, one might argue that the cathedral schools
taught the seven liberal arts — that is, the trivium of grammar, rhetoric, and
logic (or, dialectic); and the quadrivium of science subjects: astronomy,
geometry, arithmetic, and music — along with law and medicine. The fare of
the quadrivial sciences would have been modest indeed, since there was virtu-
ally no Euclidean geometry worthy of the name before the mid—twelfth cen-
tury, and the astronomical texts that were available, although sometimes
quantitative, did not apply geometry, the language of technical astronomy
since Greek antiquity, to astronomical problems.? The teaching of arithmetic
and music would have depended solely on Boethius’s elementary texts bear-
ing the titles On Arithmetic and On Music.

Cathedral schools specialized in the expertise that was available. At one
cathedral school, a master trained in civil law could teach that subject to
interested advanced students; at another, where such expertise was lacking,

20. Bolgar, The Classical Heritage, 194-195.

21. For an excellent account of astronomy in the early Middle Ages, see Stephen C. McCluskey,
Astronomies and Cultures in Early Medieval Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1998). See especially pp. 140, 163-164, 206—208.
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there might reside a master who was trained in medicine. Because of fortu-
itous circumstances, the schools varied greatly. Students flocked to schools
that offered subjects they thought were relevant or interesting, or which
were of potential professional use. They also sought out masters who had
acquired great teaching reputations. During the period 1050 to 1150, When
the cathedral schools reached their zenith, many students were on the move
throughout Europe seeking the right schools and the best teachers.

The teachers who taught in a cathedral school were eventually licensed,
often by the chancellor of the school, who was appointed by the bishop. By
the twelfth century, the quality of the teachers was probably higher than it
had been a century or two earlier.

The legacy of the cathedral schools was enormous, though paradoxical.
They had evolved within the framework of the old Latin learning. Except
for the reintroduction of the Roman law in the form of the Justinian code
in the twelfth century, the intellectual fare of the cathedral schools was
derived from a few Roman authors and a group of encyclopedic authors,
often referred to collectively as the Latin Encyclopedists, who lived during
the fourth to eighth centuries. Until the twelfth century, students and
teachers at the cathedral schools subsisted on the 77maeus of Plato, embed-
ded in the commentary of Chalcidius (fourth or fifth century A.D.); the
commentary on the Dream of Scipio, which was the sixth book of Cicero’s
Republic, by Macrobius (fl. early fifth century A.D.); the Natural Questions
of Seneca (ca. 4 B.C.—A.D. 65); the translations of Aristotle’s elementary log-
ical works by Boethius (ca. 480—525) (for more on this, see Chapter 2),
along with Boethius’s own elementary works on arithmetic and music; the
Institutions of Cassiodorus (ca. 480—ca. 575), the second book of which was
an encylopedic manual intended to enlighten monks about what they
should know of the seven liberal arts; 7he Marriage of Mercury and
Philology, on the seven liberal arts by Martianus Capella (fl. ca. 365-440);
the Etymologies and On the Nature of Things by Isidore of Seville (ca.
560—636); and On Times (De ratione temporum) by the Venerable Bede
(672/673—735).2* There were other lesser treatises, but all were tied to the
old Latin learning.

Missing, of course, were the intellectual treasures of the Greek world.
With a few minor exceptions, its science, natural philosophy, literature, and
history were absent from Western civilization. The Romans had never been
sufficiently motivated to translate the great works of Greek thought into

22. Brief sketches of the life and works of all of these authors can be found in Charles Gillispie,
ed., Dictionary of Scientific Biography. See under each author’s name in volume 16 (Index).
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Latin for the overwhelming mass of Romans who knew no Greek. When
the western and eastern parts of the Roman Empire split more or less per-
manently in 395 with the death of the emperor, Theodosius I, knowledge of
Greek became rare in the West and, aside from a few translations of
Hippocratic medical works and a bit of Aristotle’s elementary logic, chances
of acquiring Greek learning by translation into Latin were virtually nil by
the end of the sixth century.

Despite the absence of Greek learning and the rudimentary level of scholar-
ship in the West, “the period of the Roman past glittered in their traditions as
a golden age which having existed once could no doubt be restored.” And
how mightily they labored to acquire an intellectual heritage that had never
before existed in Rome, or in the West. What was needed was a coming
together of all, or nearly all, the disciplines that had been taught sporadically
in cathedral schools for approximately 150 years. The cathedral school was an
evolutionary step on the path to the formation of the university, which was a
wholly new institution that not only transformed the curriculum but also the
faculty and its relationship to state and church.

REFLECTIONS ON THE ROLE OF REASON
IN THE NEW EUROPE

It is an irony of medieval history that reason and rationality had, for better
or worse, virtually everything to do with religion, theology, and the
Church, and relatively little to do with the state. This was true in the early
Middle Ages prior to the emergence of universities around 1200, but
became even more pronounced after their formation. To understand this
phenomenon, we must recognize that reason was very frequently contrasted
with revelation, and that the latter was the basis of the Christian faith.
Relations between faith and reason in Western Europe go back to
St. Augustine and Boethius (on these two, see Chapter 2). But the role that
reason would play in understanding the faith, and also in understanding
the world, became a matter of conscious concern beginning in the eleventh
century, and it emerged as a major problem in the twelfth century. The
subjects that seemed to bear the stamp of reason were logic and natural phi-
losophy, both ultimately derived from the world of ancient Greece, from
the works and thoughts of Plato and Aristotle. How these disciplines were
applied to theology and became intertwined with the Christian faith and
religion is the most essential part of the formal history of reason in the

23. Bolgar, The Classical Heritage, 91.
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Middle Ages.?# It is a story in which many would ask whether the use of
reason is an appropriate instrument for understanding the faith. But reason
had a powerful existence in the late Middle Ages quite independently of the
faith. It was embedded in the scholastic method that developed first in the-
ology and law and then in natural philosophy. What made the Middle Ages
the legitimate initiator of the Age of Reason is that the scholastic method,
with its rationalistic character, and the subjects to which it was applied —
natural philosophy, theology, law, and medicine — was institutionalized in
the medieval universities. The history of these developments extends from
the early Middle Ages to the end of the Middle Ages and will be described
in the following chapters.

24. The relations between reason and empiricism, or observation, were also important but not
as vital. For the relations between reason and empiricism, see the section devoted to this
theme in Chapter s.
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REASON ASSERTS ITSELF
The Challenge to Authority in the Early Middle Ages to 1200

KNOWLEDGE OF SCIENCE AND NATURAL PHILOSOPHY IN THE
early Roman Empire was largely an inheritance from the ancient
Greeks. Christian beliefs and ideas about the world that emerged during
the first few centuries after Christ interacted with the dominant pagan view
and helped shape a new outlook and a new worldview. If the wisdom of the
world had previously been embedded in pagan learning, the triumph of
Christianity in the late fourth century changed all that. The new wisdom
emanated from Sacred Scripture, the Bible, and in the fundamental belief
that an omniscient and omnipotent God had created our world from noth-
ing, a conception that would have been utterly incomprehensible and unin-
telligible to traditional Greek philosophers. An important part of our story
concerns the interrelationship between pagan and Christian learning. The
eventual explicit and self-conscious use of reason as a force in medieval
intellectual life emerged from this interrelationship, with results that were
profound for the late Middle Ages and for the future of Western society.

CHRISTIANITY AND LATE ANTIQUITY

To understand what happened in the twelfth century, it is necessary to
begin with the early Middle Ages, with its roots in the late Roman Empire.
During that period in Western Europe, intellectual life was shaped by con-
cerns about the Christian religion and its theology, and by a modest
amount of secular learning that was largely an inheritance from pagan
Greek sources, such as Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, and the Stoics. Most of
what was known of these classical authors was not derived directly from
their works, which were largely unavailable, but was filtered through Latin
authors of the period — St. Augustine, Martianus Capella, Macrobius,
Boethius, Cassiodorus, Isidore of Seville, Venerable Bede, and others.
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The Handmaiden Tradition: Christianity Coming to Grips
with Pagan Thought

These scholars preserved some learning through the difficult centuries of
the early Middle Ages. They did so by means of a tradition within
Christianity that inadvertently emphasized the use of reason and thus
began a process that would grow increasingly more independent by the
late Middle Ages. I refer here to the “handmaiden” tradition, which had its
roots in Philo Judaeus but was absorbed into Christianity through
Clement of Alexandria, who, in his Miscellanies (Stromata), shaped it into
the form it would take in the West: “philosophy is the handmaid of theol-
ogy,” a concept that became commonplace among the Greek and Latin
Church fathers.!

Christianity emerged and developed within a pagan culture that was
centuries old when the Roman Empire was established. Two major and
conflicting Christian attitudes toward that empire developed. One is repre-
sented by those who, believing that they were protecting Christianity,
sought to disengage it from the intellectual traditions of the pagan society
in which it was born. The classic expression of those who advocated a total,
or near total, separation was proclaimed by Tertullian (ca. 150—ca. 225)
when he wrote:

What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem? What concord is there between the
academy and the Church? What between heretics and Christians? ... Away with all
attempts to produce a mottled Christianity of Stoic, Platonic, and dialectic compo-
sition! We want no curious disputation after possessing Christ Jesus, no inquisition
after enjoying the gospel! With our faith we desire no further belief.?

The same attitude is reflected in a biography of Saint Cyprian (ca.
200-258), a convert to Christianity, whose biographer, Deacon Pontius,
discounted Cyprian’s pre-Christian career as a rhetorician by declaring that

1. For a brief account of the handmaiden approach, see Edward Grant, The Foundations of
Modern Science in the Middle Ages: Their Religious, Institutional, and Intellectual Contexts
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 3—s; also Etienne Gilson, History of
Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages (London: Sheed and Ward, 1955), 32—33; and David
C. Lindberg, The Beginnings of Western Science: The European Scientific Tradition in
Philosophical, Religious, and Institutional Context, 600 B.C. to A.D. 1450 (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1992), 150-151, 223—234.

2. On Prescription Against Heretics, Chapter 7, translated by Peter Holmes in 7he Ante-Nicene
Fatbhers, ed. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, 10 vols. (New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1896-1903), vol. 3, 246.
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[t]he acts of a man of God must not be counted until the day when he is born in
God. Whatever have been his studies, whatever influence the liberal arts have had
upon him personally, I will omit all that, for it will serve no purpose except that of
the world.3

The idea reflected in these passages will turn up at different times in the
history of Christianity. Some churchmen and scholastic authors adopted a
similar attitude by regarding Sacred Scripture as self-sufficient, requiring
few, if any, external aids to interpret its meaning and significance.4

Although representatives of this view would never completely vanish
during the Middle Ages, this negative attitude toward Greek philosophy
was already overshadowed in the early centuries of Christianity. The senti-
ment that pagan philosophy could not be rejected arose from an early belief
that pagan thought foreshadowed Christianity and that the latter might
therefore receive guidance and insight from the secular knowledge and
learning of pagan authors. The idea emerged that Christians might take
what is of value in pagan thought and use it for their own benefit, just as in
Exodus (3.22, 11.2, and 12.35), the Lord instructed Moses to plunder the
wealth of the Egyptians. Another incentive for studying the philosophy and
science of the pagans was to use their own words and ideas against them,
just as David slew Goliath with the latter’s own sword (1 Samuel 17.51).
From such motivations, Christians adopted the fundamental idea of using
philosophy and science as “handmaids to theology.” The idea of using
Greek studies in this manner is traceable to Philo Judaeus (ca. 25 B.C.—A.D.
50), a Hellenized Jew who lived in Alexandria. Philo firmly believed that a
general education (consisting of what came later to be called the seven lib-
eral arts)S was essential to the study of philosophy, which, in turn, was nec-
essary for comprehending revealed theology.® Philo formulated the idea
that Greek philosophy and science should be used to elucidate Scripture.

3. Yves M.-]. Congar, O. P, A History of Theology, translated and edited by Hunter Guthrie,
S.]J. (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1968), 37. Congar cites Deacon Pontiuss Life of Cyprian
(Vita Cypriani, 2).

4. Congar (ibid., 38) sees this attitude “in the writings of the Augustinians of the thirteenth
century as well as those of Roger Bacon, Richard Fishacre, and St. Bonaventure.”

5. Grammar, rhetoric, dialectic or logic, which came to be called the #7vium; and the four sci-
entific disciplines: geometry, arithmetic, music, and astronomy, which were later designated
the quadrivium.

6. See Henry Chadwick, “Philo and the Beginnings of Christian Thought,” in A. H.
Armstrong, ed., The Cambridge History of Later Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), Part II, Chapters 811, 140.
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That idea was adopted by such Greek Fathers as Clement of Alexandria,
Origen, Gregory Nazianzen, Basil of Caesarea, and John Damascene.

Within this group, Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150—ca. 215), one of the
earliest Church Fathers, is of great importance. Clement enthusiastically
advocated Philo’s idea of using philosophy for revealed theology. Since the
Creator conferred a capacity for reason upon humans, it follows that phi-
losophy, which is the embodiment of reason, is valuable for the study of
theology. Clement informed his fellow Christians: “We shall not err in
alleging that all things necessary and profitable for life came to us from
God, and that philosophy more especially was given to the Greeks, as a
covenant peculiar to them, being, as it were, a stepping-stone to the philos-
ophy which is according to Christ.”7 But Clement went beyond by arguing
that logic was an essential tool for theologians.® With seemingly less enthu-
siasm, Origen, sometime around 235, sent a letter to Gregory
Thaumaturgus, soon to be bishop of NeoCaesarea. In his letter, Origen
urges Gregory to “direct the whole force of your intelligence to Christianity
as your end.” But he also directs Gregory to take with him

on the one hand those parts of the philosophy of the Greeks which are fit, as it were,
to serve as general or preparatory studies for Christianity, and on the other hand so
much of Geometry and Astronomy as may be helpful for the interpretation of the
Holy Scriptures. The children of the philosophers speak of geometry and music and
grammar and rhetoric and astronomy as being ancillary to philosophy; and in the
same way we might speak of philosophy itself as being ancillary to Christianity.?

The last of the Greek Church Fathers, John of Damascus (John
Damascene), about whom little is known except that he entered the
monastery of St. Sabbas in Jerusalem around 730, used Greek philosophy
extensively in an influential work, The Fount of Knowledge (Fons scien-

7. From Miscellanies, VI, 8 as translated in The Ante-Nicene Fathers: Translations of the Writings
of the Fathers Down to A.D. 325. Vol. 2: Fathers of the Second Century: Hermas, Tatian,
Athenagoras, Theophilus, and Clement of Alexandria (Entire). American edition, chronologi-
cally arranged, with notes, prefaces, and elucidations by A. Cleveland Coxe, D. D. (Grand
Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1983), 495, col. 2; also quoted by Gilson,
History of Christian Philosophy, 567, n. 8.

8. See Chadwick, “Philo and the Beginnings of Christian Thought,” Chapter 10: “Clement of
Alexandria,” 169-170.

9. “Letter of Origen to Gregory,” in Allan Menzies, D. D., ed., The Ante-Nicene Fathers:
Translations of the Writings of the Fathers Down to A.D. 325. Original supplement to the
American edition, fifth edition (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.,
1980), vol. 10, 295, col. 1.

34



THE CHALLENGE TO AUTHORITY

tiae), which is comprised of three parts: The Philosophical Chapters, On
Heresies, and On the Orthodox Faith.*° In the preface to his work, John
reveals acceptance of the handmaiden concept when he declares that “I
shall set forth the best contributions of the philosophers of the Greeks,
because whatever there is of good has been given to men from above by
God, since ‘every best gift and every perfect gift is from above, coming
down from the Father of lights.””* In a by-now-standard theme, John jus-
tifies the taking of knowledge from Greek philosophers because whatever
is good in the philosophy of the Greeks is good because it is a gift of God.
Elaborating on his intentions a few lines below, John explains: “In imita-
tion of the method of the bee, I shall make my composition from those
things which are conformable with the truth and from our enemies them-
selves gather the fruit of salvation.” Here again lurks the theme of
despoiling the Egyptians: Take all the good you can from your enemies
and use it for the faith. “I shall add nothing of my own,” John declares
near the end of his preface, “but shall gather together into one those
things which have been worked out by the most eminent of teachers and
make a compendium of them.”3

A glance at the 68 chapter titles of The Philosophical Chapters reveals a
heavy emphasis on logic. Although he may have derived much of the con-
tent of his work from pagans, John pays tribute to reason and rationality in
the very opening lines of the first chapter of the first treatise:

Nothing is more estimable than knowledge, for knowledge is the light of the rational
soul. The opposite, which is ignorance, is darkness. Just as the absence of light is dark-
ness, so is the absence of knowledge a darkness of the reason. Now, ignorance is proper
to irrational beings, while knowledge is proper to those who are rational.™+

Saint Augustine and Boethius

The ideas of Clement and other Church Fathers were embraced in the
West by two of the greatest luminaries of late antiquity: St. Augustine

10. The entire work is translated by Frederic H. Chase, Jr., Saint John of Damascus, Writings, in
The Fathers of the Church, A New Translation, vol. 37 (New York: Fathers of the Church,
Inc., 1958). See Chase’s Introduction for a discussion of the life and works of John of
Damascus.

1. Ibid., 5. The biblical quotation is from James 1.17.

12. Ibid.

3. Ibid., 6.

14. Ibid., 7.
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(354—430) and Boethius (ca. 480-524/525), who together would dramati-
cally shape medieval thought, the former exercising his formidable influ-
ence throughout the whole of the Middle Ages, the latter playing his most
significant role in the early Middle Ages until the mid—twelfth century.

If it can be said that Augustine had a more significant impact in the
domain of theology, this was more than counterbalanced, at least until the
mid—twelfth century, by the contributions in logic associated with the
name of Boethius. The role that these two scholars assigned to reason and
rationality significantly influenced the way reason was viewed and used in
the Middle Ages.

Although Augustine’s mother, Monica, was a Christian, and his father,
Patricius, abandoned paganism for Catholicism shortly before his death in
370, Augustine himself did not convert to Christianity until the summer of
386, and was not baptized until 387, by St. Ambrose in Milan.’s Augustine
was a teacher of rhetoric and Latin and obviously educated. Before accept-
ing Christianity, he had absorbed philosophical and theological knowledge
from the movements to which he had devoted himself, especially
Manichaeanism and Neoplatonism.

St. Augustine was a prolific author, who, in the course of a long life, left
to posterity a large body of literature. It is important to recognize at the
outset that for Augustine, “the key constituents of Christian belief are
credal statements concerning historical occurrences and, as such, lie outside
the realm of the abstract, general truths accessible to philosophical reflec-
tion.””® But credal statements form only a small part of the body of
Scripture and of Christian literature and thought generally. How should a
Christian approach the rest of it? Should one use the philosophical and sci-
entific literature of the pagans, with its potentially subversive conclusions?
Was such literature even relevant to Christianity? Like the Greek Fathers
and Philo Judaeus before him, Augustine sought to address this monumen-
tal problem and, like many of them, adopted the “handmaiden” solution to
secular learning. By so doing, he made a major contribution to the religious

and intellectual life of the Middle Ages.

15. For a brief biographical section, including Augustine’s works, see Frederick Copleston, A
History of Philosophy, Vol. 2: Medieval Philosophy: Augustine to Scotus (Westminster, MD:
The Newman Press, 1957), 40—50. For a full biography, see Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo,
A Biography (London: Faber, 1957).

16. Cited from R. A. Markus, “Part V: Marius Victorinus and Augustine,” in A. H. Armstrong,
ed., The Cambridge History of Later Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1970), 345. With regard to the resurrection, Markus cites
Augustine’s On the Triniry, bk. 4, Ch. 16.
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In advising young people to avoid works suspected of error, or works
associated with demons, Augustine urges that “they should also distance
themselves from the study of the superfluous and dissolute arts which are of
human institution,” but “they should not neglect those humanly instituted
arts and sciences which are of value for a proper social life,”” among which
he includes history, natural history, logic, rhetoric, and mathematics. A few
paragraphs later, Augustine admits “truthful” philosophy to the approved
list in a significant passage that expresses the handmaiden theory in its most
traditional form:

If those ... who are called philosophers happen to have said anything that is true,
and agreeable to our faith, the Platonists above all, not only should we not be afraid
of them, but we should even claim back for our own use what they have said, as
from its unjust possessors. It is like the Egyptians, who not only had idols and
heavy burdens, which the people of Israel abominated and fled from, but also ves-
sels and ornaments of gold and silver, and fine raiment, which the people secretly
appropriated for their own, and indeed better, use as they went forth from Egypt
and this not on their own initiative, but on God’s instructions, with the Egyptians
unwittingly lending them things they were not themselves making good use of.*®

Augustine’s message is constant: Secular knowledge should not be sought
for its own sake, or as an end in itself. For “all the knowledge derived from
the books of the heathen, which is indeed useful, becomes little enough if it
is compared with the knowledge of the divine scriptures.” A Christian
should take only what is useful and ignore the rest. The quest for truth lay
in a search for Christian wisdom. Only studies that furthered this goal
ought to be pursued.

Since the handmaiden tradition clearly subordinated secular learning to the
needs of the faith, reason for Augustine, and for many Christians, was not of
the kind that seeks truth by following an argument wherever it may lead, at
least not in matters of faith. In matters of faith, and in theology generally, the
function of reason was to elucidate the faith by revealing its truth. But such a

17. From On Christian Doctrine (De doctrina Christiana) in The Works of Saint Augustine, A
Translation for the 215t Century, ed. John E. Rotelle, O. S. A.: Vol. 11: Teaching
Christianity (De Doctrina Christiana), introduction, translation, and notes by Edmund
Hill, O. P. (Hyde Park, NY: New City Press, 1996), bk. 2, 158-159, sec. s8. Hill, the
translator, has changed the customary title On Christian Doctrine to Teaching
Christianity. My references to this work will be in the form: On Christian Doctrine
(Teaching Christianity).

18. Augustine, On Christian Doctrine (Teaching Christianity), 159160, sec. 6o.

19. Ibid., 62, sec. 63.
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process presupposed that one accepted the faith before attempting to under-
stand it. Faith must precede understanding. Only then could one successfully
use reason and logic to understand it. In the eleventh century, Anselm of
Canterbury (ca. 1033-1109), for whom Augustine was “the main source for the
principles and content of his speculation,”° upheld this approach. As one
scholar explains, when Anselm “says that men should use their reason to help
them understand their faith he intends them to do so only in order to under-
stand what they ought already to believe, and not to seek out new items of
faith so as to extend the range of their beliefs.”" It was a doctrine, however,
that failed to circumscribe the theologians of the twelfth century.??

Augustine held logic and mathematics in high regard as belonging to the
category of “rational discourse.” For him, “the discipline of rational dis-
course ... is of the greatest value in penetrating and solving all kinds of
problems which crop up in the holy literature.”?# Logic was worthy because
there are “many forms of argument called sophisms, false conclusions from
reason which frequently look so like true ones that they can deceive not
only the slow-witted but even sharp minds, when they are not paying care-
ful attention.”® To illustrate his point, Augustine offers this amusing exam-
ple, in which one person says to another:

“You are not what I am.” And the other agreed; it was true after all, at least to this
extent that one of them was crafty, the other simple. Then the first one added, ‘But
I am human.” When the other allowed this too, he concluded, “Therefore you are
not human.’2¢

For Augustine, the utility of logic for Scripture lay in its emphasis on rigor-
ous inference, though he warned Christians that not only was it necessary to

20. A. H. Armstrong, ed., The Cambridge History of Later Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy,
614. The chapter on Anselm is by H. Liebeschiitz.

21. G. R. Evans, Anselm and a New Generation (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980), 9.

22. Ibid., 10.

23. Bolgar, The Classical Heritage and Its Beneficiaries (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1954), 36, explains that Augustine (and Martianus Capella, and later Cassiodorus)
included logic as one of the seven liberal arts: “To include logic, which had previously
been studied only in the schools of philosophy, as a basic subject for general education
was to take a great step forward. It was to recognise the fact that clear thinking in pri-
vate, rather than eloquence in public, was the activity which the problems of the age
required.”

24. Augustine, On Christian Doctrine (Teaching Christianity), 153—154, sec. 48.

25. Ibid., 154, sec. 48.

26. Ibid.
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draw the correct inferences, but that one also had to ascertain that the proposi-
tions are true. Augustine’s own example reveals to us the way he thought logic
could prove helpful to the study of Scripture. If someone assumes as an
antecedent that “there is no resurrection of the dead,” then it follows as a con-
sequent “that neither has Christ risen again.” Augustine agrees that

the necessary consequent upon that antecedent statement, that there is no resurrection
of the dead, is, Neither has Christ risen again; but this consequent is false, because
Christ has risen again. Therefore the antecedent is also false, that there is no resurrec-
tion of the dead; accordingly there is a resurrection of the dead. This can all be put
very briefly as follows: If there is no resurrection of the dead, then neither has Christ
risen again; but Christ has risen again; therefore there is a resurrection of the dead.?”

Augustine believed that if Christians made certain of the truth of the prem-
ises of an argument involving some Scriptural or doctrinal point, logic was a
valuable tool that would enable them to infer the correct conclusions from the
initial premises. So impressed was he with the “valid rules of logic” that he
could not believe they were formulated by human beings. “They are,” he
boldly proclaimed “inscribed in the permanent and divinely instituted ration-
ality of the universe.”?® In this Platonic interpretation, Augustine insisted that
humans do not invent the valid rules of logic; they only discover them in the
fabric of our rational universe. With this attitude toward logic and reason,
Augustine was not reluctant to use analytic tools — especially Aristotle’s cate-
gories — in his analysis of doctrinal truths, as he did in one of his greatest
works, the fifteen books of On the Trinity (De Trinitate).?

If St. Augustine was the most significant influence in the process that would
eventually lead to the rationalization of medieval theology, Boethius, who has
been called “Last of the Romans, first of the scholastics,”* not only was influ-
ential in theology, where he reinforced Augustine’s approach, with which he
was familiar, but was responsible for composing and compiling the most
important contribution to the history of reason and rationality in the early

Middle Ages: the body of literature known as the old logic (logica vetus).

27. Ibid., 155, sec. so.

28. Ibid., 154, sec. s0. Augustine seems also to have regarded arithmetic as part of the “divinely
instituted rationality of the universe” (ibid., 158, sec. 56).

29. See Margaret Gibson, “The Opuscula Sacra in the Middle Ages,” in Margaret Gibson, ed.,
Boethius: His Life, Thought and Influence (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1981), 214.

30. According to Henry Chadwick, Boethius: The Consolations of Music, Logic, Theology, and
Philosophy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), xi, “the tag echoes a famous judgment by the
humanist Lorenzo Valla in the fifteenth century.”
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Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius (ca. 480—524/525) was descended
from an old aristocratic Roman family.3" In the course of his life, he was an
honorary consul and served as the “master of offices” (magisterium officio-
rum). In 522, he was charged with treason by the Roman emperor,
Theodoric, who imprisoned and then executed him in 524 or s25. It was
during his incarceration that Boethius wrote his most famous work, 7he
Consolation of Philosophy.

Boethius’s importance for the early Middle Ages was immense. With a
reasonable knowledge of Greek, he translated a number of Greek works
into Latin and was thereby instrumental in preserving and making available
numerous works that would otherwise have been unknown in the West.
His reputation as a translator was emphasized in florid prose by Emperor
Theodoric, who, prior to Boethius’s fall from favor, invited him to super-
vise the conveyance of a mechanical water clock to the king of the
Burgundians. In his invitation, Theodoric declared:

From far away you entered the schools of Athens; you introduced a Roman toga
into the throng of Greek cloaks; and in your hands Greek teachings have become
Roman doctrine. For you have shown with what profundity speculative philosophy
and its parts are studied, and with what rationality practical philosophy and its
branches are investigated; and whatever wonders the sons of Cecrops bestowed
upon the world, you have conveyed to the senators of Romulus. Thanks to your
translations, Pythagoras the musician and Prolemy the astronomer may be read as
Italians; Nicomachus the arithmetician and Euclid the geometer speak as
Ausonians; Plato the theologian and Aristotle the logician dispute in the language
of the Qurinal; Archimedes the physicist you have restored to the Sicilians as a
Latin: it is by your sole exertions that Rome may now cultivate in her mother
tongue all those arts and skills which the fertile minds of Greece discovered.”3?

Although his goal was to translate all the works of Plato and Aristotle, a
goal he never achieved, Boethius provided a substantial part of the philo-
sophical and scientific fare for the early Middle Ages prior to the influx of

31. For a good, brief biography of Boethius, see Lorenzo Minio-Paluello, “Boethius,” in
Charles C. Gillispie, ed., Dictionary of Scientific Biography, 16 vols. (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1970-1980), vol. 2, 228-236. See also John Matthews, “Anicius Manlius
Severinus Boethius,” in Margaret Gibson, ed., Boethius: His Life, Thought and Influence
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1981), 15—43.

32. Jonathan Barnes, “Boethius and the Study of Logic,” in Margaret Gibson, ed., Boethius: His
Life, Thought and Influence (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1981), 73. The letter was preserved by
Cassiodorus (Variae 1.45), and is published in Corpus Christianorum Series Latina
(Turnhout, 1954), vol. 96.
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Greco-Islamic science in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. His most sig-
nificant and influential achievement was in logic where he made a number
of translations (from Greek into Latin), produced a series of commentaries
on those translations, and composed five independent treatises on logic.33
Included within this collection were at least five translations of Aristotle’s
logical works (Categories, On Interpretation [De interpretatione], Sophistical
Refutations, Prior Analytics, and Topics).3* Boethius also translated
Porphyry’s (ca. 234—304) Introduction to Aristotles Categories, or Isagoge, as it
was known. To these, we must add four commentaries on four different
works: Porphyry’s  Isagoge; Aristotle’s Categories; Aristotle’s On
Interpretation; and Cicero’s Topics. As if this were insufficient, Boethius also
wrote five independent treatises on logic, including two titled On
Categorical Syllogism and On Hypothetical Syllogisms.35 With the exception
of his translations of Aristotle’s Sophistical Refutations, Prior Analytics, and
Topics, which did not really circulate until the twelfth century, the works of
Boethius cited here, along with some works relevant to logic that were writ-
ten prior to Boethius (for example, the Zopics of Cicero [106—43 B.C.] and
the De definitionibus [On Definitions] of Marius Victorinus [fl. 350-60]),
were collectively known as the logica vetus, or the “old logic.”

By his monumental achievement, Boethius guaranteed that logic, the
most visible symbol of reason and rationality, remained alive at the lowest
ebb of European civilization, between the fifth and tenth centuries. When,
in the course of the eleventh century, the new Europe was emerging and
European scholars, for reasons we may never confidently know, were
aroused to an interest in logic and reason, the legacy of Boethiuss “old
logic” was at hand to make the revival possible, and was perhaps even
instrumental in generating it. As Jonathan Barnes has expressed it,
“Boethius’ labours gave logic half a millenium of life: what logician could
say as much as that for his work? what logician could desire to say more?”3¢

Boethius was also the author of five tractates on theology, and, even more
than Augustine, applied reason and logic to that discipline. In On the Trinity
(De Trinitate), Boethius used reason and logic to elucidate the Christian doc-
trine of the Trinity, a doctrine that lay at the heart of Western Christianity

33. For lists of these different categories of logical works, see Barnes, “Boethius and the Study
of Logic,” 85-86; Margaret Gibson, “Latin Commentaries on Logic before 1200,” Bulletin
de philosophie médiévale 24 (1982), 58—60; and Minio-Paluello, “Boethius,” vol. 2, 230.

34. Here I follow Lorenzo Minio-Paluello, “Boethius,” vol. 2, 230.

35. Minio-Paluello, ibid., 230; Gibson, “Latin Commentaries on Logic,” 60.

36. Barnes, “Boethius and the Study of Logic,” 8s.
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and was also the source of numerous heresies. Boethius believed that an
inquiry ought to be pursued “only so far as the insight of man’s reason is
allowed to climb the height of heavenly knowledge.”” One should apply rea-
son to the ultimate limit that is possible, even if one fails in the attempt. After
all, “Medicine ... does not always bring health to the sick, though the doctor
will not be to blame if he has left nothing undone which should have been
done.”® In his explication of the Trinity, Boethius used the logical categories
of difference (differentia), genus (genus), and species (species) to express the
concepts of number and diversity.3 He also employed the doctrine of predi-
cation, mentioning the nine categories that are predicable of a substance4°
and then explaining why these are not predicable of God. He concludes that
in God there is no plurality because there are no differences; but “where there
is no plurality there is unity.”# Although he applied reason to faith, Boethius
explains that he has done so “to an article which stands quite firmly by itself
on the foundation of Faith.”+

Substance and predication with respect to God and the Trinity play an
important role in Boethius’s theological tractates. In the second tractate,
“Whether Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are substantially predicated of the
divinity” (Utrum pater et filius et spiritus sanctus ...), Boethius argues:
“Everything, therefore, that is predicated of the divine substance must be
common to the Three.”® Thus, God can be predicated of the Father, the
Son, and the Holy Spirit. But “what may be predicated of each single one
but cannot be said of all is not predicated substantially, but in some other
way. ... For he who is Father does not transmit this name to the Son nor to
the Holy Spirit. Hence it follows that this name is not attached to him as
something substantial; for if it were substantial, as God, truth, justice, or
substance itself, it would be affirmed of the other Persons.”#4

Boethius was ever ready to apply aspects of logic to theology, even in the
form of mathematics. In the third tractate (“How substances are good in

37. Boethius, The Theological Tractates, with an English translation by H. E Stewart, E. K.
Rand, and S. ]. Tester; the Consolation of Philosophy, with an English translation by S. J.
Tester (London: William Heinemann Ltd.; Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press,
1973), Introduction, §.

38. Boethius, De Trinitate1in The Theological Tractates.

39. De Trinitate 1, The Theological Tractates, 7.

40. De Trinitate 1V, ibid., 17.

41. De Trinitate V, ibid., 29.

42. De Trinitate V1, ibid., 31.

43. Boethius, Utrum paterin The Theological Tractates, 33.

44. Utrum pater, ibid., 3s.
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virtue of their existence without being substantial goods”) (Quomodo sub-
stantiae...), also known as De hebdomadibus,# Boethius proclaims that he
has “followed the example of the mathematical and cognate sciences and
laid down bounds and rules according to which I shall develop all that fol-
lows.”4¢ He promptly presents nine axioms and definitions from which he
derives his conclusion. The first of his axioms is of great interest. Here,
Boethius describes what he calls a “common conception of the mind”
(communis animi conceptio), which is “a statement which anyone accepts as
soon as he hears it.”#” He distinguishes two kinds. The first kind is pos-
sessed by everyone. An example of this type is: “If you take equals from two
equals, the remainders are equal,”#® which is very similar to the axioms, or
common notions, in Euclid’s Elements. 4 Since Cassiodorus attributes a
translation of Euclid’s Elements to Boethius,° the use of this particular
axiom may derive from Boethius’s familiarity with the Elements. Indeed, the
expression communis animi conceptio appears in Campanus of Novara’s pop-
ular thirteenth-century version of Euclid’s Elements, where it represents
Euclid’s axioms.s!

45. Chadwick, Boethius, The Consolations of Music, Logic, Theology, and Philosophy, 203,
explains: “In the middle ages ‘De Hebdomadibus’ was mistakenly taken to be the third
tractate itself, and commentators offered fanciful explanations of the mysterious word.” It
is often cited as De hebdomadibus, but will be cited here as Quomodo substantiae.

46. Boethius, Quomodo substantiae, in The Theological Tractates, 41.

47. Boethius, Quomodo substantiae, ibid.

48. Boethius, Quomodo substantiae, ibid.

49. Among the five axioms, or “common notions,” cited in Sir Thomas L. Heath’s translation,
Euclid has (1) “Things which are equal to the same thing are also equal to one another”; (2)
“If equals be added to equals, the wholes are equal”; and (3) “If equals be subtracted from
equals, the remainders are equal.” See The Thirteen Books of Euclid’s “Elements,” translated
by Sir Thomas L. Heath, 3 vols., 2nd ed., revised with additions (New York: Dover
Publications, 1956), vol. 1, 155. Boethius’s axiom is not among Euclid’s, though it is a mere
variation on the same theme. See also Marshall Clagett, Greek Science in Antiquity
(London: Abelard-Schuman Ltd., 1957), 152-153.

so. See John E. Murdoch, “Euclid: Transmission of the Elements,” in Dictionary of Scientific
Biography, vol. 4 (1971), 443. Despite the implication that a complete translation was made,
the Euclidean geometry attributed to Boethius is fragmentary and incomplete (ibid).

s1. See Euclidis Megarensis mathematici clarissimi Elementorum geometricorum libri XV. Cum
expositione Theonis in priores XIII a Bartholomaeo Veneto Latinitate donata. Campani in
omnes, et Hypsicles Alexandrini in duos postremos (Basel, 1546), 3. Boethius’s axiom does not
appear among Campanus’s nine axioms, although it is similar to them. On Campanus’s ver-
sion of Euclids FElements, see Murdoch, “Euclid,” 4: 446—447, and G. J. Toomer,
“Campanus of Novara,” in Dictionary of Scientific Biography, 3, 24—25.
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In addition to the “common conception of the mind” that anyone can
understand, there is a second kind that “is intelligible only to the learned,”
as, for example, “Things which are incorporeal are not in space.” Such con-
ceptions, Boethius insists, “are approved as obvious to the learned but not
to the common herd.”s* After enunciating his nine axioms, Boethius
chooses not to invoke them, apparently convinced that “the intelligent
interpreter of the discussion will supply the arguments appropriate to each
point.”s3 If Boethius really thought that his readers could invoke each
axiom at the appropriate point in the treatise, he must have held them in
high regard.

Boethius reinforced St. Augustine’s emphasis on the application of rea-
son to theology. Logic and mathematics were his models, and he used the
former extensively, especially ideas about predication. It may be no exag-
geration to claim, as does Henry Chadwick, that Boethius’s third (theo-
logical) tractate

taught the Latin West, above all else, the method of axiomatization, that is, of
analysing an argument and making explicit the fundamental presuppositions and
definitions on which its cogency rests. He taught his successors how to try to state
truths in terms of first principles and then to trace how particular conclusions fol-
low therefrom. The West learnt from him demonstrative method.5#

The evidence from Boethius’s logical and theological treatises leaves little
doubt that he placed great value on reason and reasoned argument. It is fit-
ting that his crowning work, the work for which he is most famous, 7he
Consolation of Philosophy, written as he was imprisoned prior to his execu-
tion in 524 or 525, exhibits the same emphasis on reason that characterized
all his works. The work is extraordinary because, although Boethius was a
Christian, he gives no indication of it in a treatise written under great
duress and in which it would have seemed quite natural to include direct
and indirect references to his faith. But in treating the traditionally vexing
dilemmas of faith — free will, providence, evil, God’s foreknowledge of
events, and others — Boethius played the role of the traditional philosopher
and sought to resolve these problems by reason alone.

Boethius’s influence on the early Middle Ages was immense, as is readily
apparent in Henry ChadwicK’s pertinent assessment:

s2. Boethius, Quodmodo substantiae, The Theological Tractates, 41.
53. Boethius, Quodmodo substantiae, ibid., 43.
s4. Henry Chadwick, Boethius, 210.
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In the twelfth century schools his influence reached its peak. His works became
central to the syllabus of instruction, and strongly stimulated that thoroughgoing
study of logic for its own sake which becomes so prominent a hallmark of the
mediaeval schools. The opuscula sacra taught the theologians that they did not nec-
essarily need to fear the application of rigorous logic to the traditional language of
the Church. He made his readers hungry for even more Aristotle, and prepared the
welcome given to the new twelfth century translations of the Analytics and the
Topics, although his own versions were scarcely known at all. From the first of the
opuscula sacra mediaeval philosophers learnt to draw up a hierarchy of the sciences
and to see the different departments of knowledge, now being pursued together in
community as the newly founded universities set themselves to their common task,
as an organized and coherent scheme in which the various parts could be seen to be
rationally related to each other.ss

REASON AND LOGIC IN THE TWELFTH CENTURY

No one better illustrates the spirit of the twelfth century, with its emphasis
on learning and its special fascination with logic, than does Peter Abelard
(1079-1142). Peter’s father was a soldier who had acquired some learning
before entering upon a military career. He therefore wished his sons to
have some learning before they too became soldiers. In his famous autobi-
ography, The Story of My Misfortunes (Historia Calamitatum), Peter
Abelard explains:

As he loved me the more, being his first-born, so he saw to it that I was carefully
instructed. The further I went in my studies and the more easily I made progress,
the more I became attached to them and came to possess such a love of them that,
giving up in favor of my brothers the pomp of military glory along with my right
of inheritance and the other prerogatives of primogeniture, I renounced the field of
Mars to be brought up at the knee of Minerva. Since I preferred the armor of logic
to all the teaching of philosophy, I exchanged all other arms for it and chose the
contests of disputation above the trophies of warfare. And so, practising logic I
wandered about the various provinces wherever I heard the pursuit of this art was
vigorous and became thereby like the peripatetics.5®

ss. Ibid., 252—253. For a similar endorsement of Boethius’s importance for the application of
logic to theology, see John Marenbon, From the Circle of Alcuin to the School of Auxerre:
Logic, Theology and Philosophy in the Early Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1981), 18-19.

56. J. T. Muckle, trans., The Story of Abelard’s Adversities, A Translation with Notes of the
“Historia Calamitatum,” with a preface by Etienne Gilson (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of
Mediaeval Studies, 1964), 11-12.
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Early Stirrings in the Ninth to Eleventh Centuries

Thus was Abelard filled with zeal for learning, especially logic. As we shall
see, he was only one of many who shared this enthusiasm. Traveling around
from school to school, seeking the best teachers of logic, was a common
feature of twelfth-century intellectual life. But it did not spring full-blown.
During the eighth to tenth centuries, there had been stirrings in Europe.
According to John Marenbon, “At the courts of Charlemagne and Charles
the Bald, and in the monasteries of Corbie and Auxerre, men of the early
Middle Ages made their first attempts to grapple with abstract problems by
the exercise of reason.”” John Scotus Eriugena (ca. 810; d. after 877), the
Irish philosopher and theologian who went to France to serve the court of
King Charles the Bald, is one of the most significant early European
thinkers emphasizing reason. In his great work, On the Division of Nature
(De divisione naturae), Eriugena declares:

For authority proceeds from true reason, but reason certainly does not proceed
from authority. For every authority which is not upheld by true reason is seen to be
weak, whereas true reason is kept firm and immutable by her own powers and does
not require to be confirmed by the assent of any authority. For it seems to me that
true authority is nothing else but the truth that has been discovered by the power
of reason and set down in writing by the Holy Fathers for the use of posterity.5

Few utterances about reason in the later Middle Ages would equal in power
this declaration by John Scotus Eriugena.

Reason would receive another boost from the teaching of logic. In the
late tenth century, Gerbert of Aurillac (ca. 946-1003), who would become
Pope Sylvester II (999—-1003), was the most famous teacher in Europe. For
ten years (972—982), he taught the seven liberal arts at the cathedral
school of Rheims. Among these subjects, Gerbert regarded logic with spe-
cial favor. He may have been the first to teach the works of the old logic,
including Boethius’s commentaries and original treatises.®® These works

57. Marenbon, From the Circle of Alcuin, 139. Marenbon’s book shows what these very early
beginnings were like.

58. Periphyseon (De divsione naturae) liber primus, ed. and trans. I. P. Sheldon-Williams, with
the collaboration of Ludwig Bieler in Scriptores latini Hiberniae, 7 (Dublin, 1968), 199.
Cited from Peter Abelard, A Dialogue of a Philosopher with a Jew, and a Christian, translated
by Pierre J. Payer (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1979), 82-83, n. 136.

59. See Southern, The Making of the Middle Ages(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1953), 175.
Also on Gerbert, see Henry Osborn Taylor, The Mediaeval Mind, 2 vols., 4th ed.
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1951), vol. 1, 282—294.
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had been lying around Europe for centuries, but until Gerbert focused
attention on them, they had been little used. Although Gerbert valued
logic and emphasized it, he did not elevate it above the other liberal arts,
as would happen in the twelfth century. Indeed, he made it subordinate
to rhetoric. Gerbert was an intellectual star whose light shone throughout
the eleventh century as his students — among them Adalberon of Laon,
John of Auxerre, and Fulbert of Chartres, the most famous of them — dis-
seminated his love of learning and teaching methods throughout north-
ern Europe.®°

Why did logic, of all subjects, emerge in such a forceful and dominant
manner by the twelfth century? We might well ask, as R. W. Southern did,

what it was that the study of logic, which the influence of Boethius did so much to
foster, contributed to the intellectual formation of the Middle Ages, and why it was
that, from the time of Gerbert, this study assumed an importance which it had
never previously attained in the Latin world. The works of Boethius are immensely
difficult to understand and repellent to read. Why should the subject have taken
such a hold on the imaginations of scholars, so that they pursued it with unflagging
zeal through all the obscurities of translation, heedless of the advice of many cau-
tious men of learning?®!

Perhaps this extraordinary phenomenon is partially explicable by the
fact that prior to the translations of Greco-Islamic science and natural
philosophy, in the mid—twelfth century, there was a paucity of treatises
available in natural philosophy, theology, medicine, and law. The old
logic, which had been handed down from Boethius, may have helped fill
an intellectual void and provide some fare for hungry intellects. In the
chaotic political and economic world of the tenth and eleventh cen-
turies, perhaps logic “opened a window on to an orderly and systematic
view of the world and of man’s mind.”®?
logic stood in sharp contrast to the disarray of subjects like theology and
law, which over the centuries had become filled with contradictions and
inconsistencies. Logic was a model for the simplification and more rigor-

In its rigor and organization,

ous organization of these vital subject areas, as will be seen later in this
chapter. But it was indispensable for the study of philosophy, as Hugh of
St. Victor explained when he declared that

60. See Southern, The Making of the Middle Ages, 177.
61. Ibid., 179.
62. Ibid., 180.
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logic came last in time, but is first in order. It is logic which ought to be read
first by those beginning the study of philosophy, for it teaches the nature of
words and concepts, without both of which no treatise of philosophy can be
explained rationally.%3

Few would challenge the claim that the greatest representative of the new
approach in the twelfth century was Peter Abelard, undoubtedly the most
exciting and significant thinker of that century. Not only did he leave a
profound impact on logic and theology, and in the application of logic to
theology, but his famous love affair with Héloise, and the correspondence
that emerged from it, along with his autobiography, Historia Calamitatum,
or The History of My Misfortunes, have made him a romantic figure of near
legendary dimensions.®4 In this study, I shall focus attention on Abelard’s
attitude toward the role of reason in human activity.

Abelard left works on logic and theology, the subjects for which he is
famous. As a logician, he contributed significantly to the great ancient and
medieval debate concerning universals, a problem about the significance of
general terms, such as animal and horse — that is, terms that signify a genus
or species. Are such terms mere names or do they represent something real?
Do they exist or not?%s As a logician, Abelard could hardly avoid the use of
reason. His writings on logic, as well as those of his twelfth-century col-
leagues, are a testimony to the central role that reason, embodied in logic
and dialectics, came to play.

John of Salisbury (ca. 1115—1180) on the Role of Logic

No scholar of the twelfth century has captured the power of logic in the
educational system of the twelfth century better than John of Salisbury.
John was an eminent figure in his own right. He had studied under the
great masters of his day, among them Peter Abelard, of whom he spoke in

63. Didascalicon, bk. 1, ch. 11, in The “Didascalicon” of Hugh of St. Victor: A Medieval Guide
to the Arts, translated from the Latin with an Introduction and Notes by Jerome Taylor
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1961), 59. The Didascalicon was written in the
11208.

64. In 1988, a movie of Abelard’s life was made titled Stealing Heaven, starring Derek de Lint as
Abelard. Although the movie is focused on the passionate romance between Abelard and
Heéloise, there is some discussion of theology in scenes involving Abelard as a teaching master.

65. On the problem of universals, see Julius Weinberg, A Short History of Medieval Philosophy
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1964), Chapter 5: “Abelard and the Problem of
Universals,” 72—91.
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admiring terms,® and was thoroughly knowledgeable about the seven lib-
eral arts, especially logic. He also studied theology and was ordained a
priest. He became secretary to the archbishop of Canterbury, Theobald,
who upon dying in 1161 was succeeded by Thomas Becket, whose murder
John witnessed on December 29, 1170. In 1176, John was made bishop of
Chartres, where he died on October 25, 1180. The most influential of his
many significant works was the Meralogicon, a work on educational theory.
It is in this famous work, completed in 1159, that John informs us about the
role of logic in medieval education.

The Metalogicon is directed against an individual whom John calls
“Cornificius,” who represents a group he calls the “Cornificians,” those
who opposed the study of the trivium (grammar, rhetoric, and logic). The
Cornificians “would do away with logic,” because they regard it as “the fal-
lacious profession of the verbose, which dissipates the natural talents of
many persons, blocks the gateway to philosophical studies, and excludes
both sense and success from all undertakings.”®7

It is against the Cornificians and their attitude that John declares, in the
prologue to the first book of the Mezalogicon, that his purposes is “to defend
logic.”®8 At the outset, John sings the praises of “nature, the most loving
mother and wise arranger of all that exists,” who has “elevated man by priv-
ilege of reason, and distinguished him by the faculty of speech.” Thus privi-
leged, human beings are able to rise “on wings of reason and speech ... to
outstrip all other beings, and to attain the crown of true happiness.”® On a
more mundane level, John defends logic against its detractors by appeal to
St. Augustine, who “praised logic so highly that only the foolhardy and pre-
sumptuous would dare to rail against it.” Not mincing words, John declares
that “since logic has such tremendous power, anyone who charges that it is
foolish to study this [art], thereby shows himself to be a fool of fools.”7°

66. See The “Metalogicon” of John of Salisbury: A Tuwelfth-Century Defense of the Verbal and Logical
Arts of the Trivium, translated with an Introduction and Notes by Daniel D. McGarry
(Berkeley/Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1955), bk. 2, ch. 10, 95, where John
declares that as a youth, he betook himself “to the Peripatetic of Pallet [i.e., Abelard], who was
then teaching at Mont Ste. Genevieve. The latter was a famed and learned master, admired by
all. At his feet I learned the elementary principles of this art, drinking in, with consuming avid-
ity, and to the full extent of my limited talents, every word that fell from his lips. After his
departure, which seemed to me all too soon, I became the disciple of Master Alberic.”

67. John of Salisbury, Metalogicon, bk. 1, ch. 9, 31.

68. Ibid., Prologue, s.

69. Ibid., bk. 1, ch. 1, 9.

70. Ibid., bk. 4, ch. 25, 241.
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The significance of logic lies in its overall role in philosophy. “Among the
various branches of philosophy,” John explains, “logic has two prerogatives:
it has both the honor of coming first and the distinction of serving as an
efficacious instrument throughout the whole body [of philosophy].”7*
Those who actually do philosophy, the natural and moral philosophers,
“can construct their principles only by the forms of proof supplied by logi-
cians.” If they succeed without the use of logic, “their success is due to luck,
rather than to science,” for “logic is ‘rational’ [philosophy].” Without logic,
even a very bright person “will be greatly handicapped in philosophical
pursuits if he is without a rational system whereby he may accomplish his
purpose.””* John explains further that logic came into existence because

there was [evident] need of a science to discriminate between what is true and what
is false, and to show which reasoning really adheres to the path of valid argumenta-
tive proof, and which [merely] has the [external] appearance of truth, or, in other
words, which reasoning warrants assent, and which should be held in suspicion.
Otherwise, it would be impossible to ascertain the truth by reasoning.”3

Not only does John pay tribute to logic as an essential and vital part of
philosophy, but he also presents a vivid sense of its appeal as a subject of
study in the twelfth century. Logic is

such an important part of philosophy that it serves the other parts in much the
same way as the soul does the body. On the other hand, all philosophy that lacks
the vital organizing principle of logic is lifeless and helpless. It is no more than just
that this art should, as it does, attract such tremendous crowds from every quarter
that more men are occupied in the study of logic alone than in all the other
branches of that science which regulates human acts, words, and even thoughts, if
they are to be as they should be. I refer to philosophy, without which everything is
bereft of sense and savor, as well as false and immoral.74

As important as logic was in John’s estimation, he did not view it as an
end in itself. “By itself,” he insisted, “logic is practically useless. Only when
it is associated with other studies does logic shine, and then by a virtue that
is communicated by them.””s John of Salisbury was no Peter Abelard. He

71. Ibid., bk. 2, ch. s, 82.

72. Ibid.

73. Ibid., bk. 2, ch. 2, 76.

74. Ibid., bk. 2, ch. 6, 84.

75. Ibid., bk. 4, ch. 28, 244; see also bk. 2, chs. 10-11, 100-101.
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thought that logic and reason should not be applied to the divine mysteries.
Citing Ecclesiasticus 3.22, John advises his readers not to seek after things
that lie beyond our reach and comprehension and not rashly to “discuss the
secrets of the Divine Trinity and mysteries whose vision is reserved for eter-
nal life.”7¢ Since Peter Abelard was one who did analyze the Trinity, it is

likely that John had him in mind.

THEOLOGY

If John had reservations about applying logic and dialectic to the divine
mysteries and to theology in general, many other twelfth-century scholars
sided with Abelard and thought it appropriate, and even necessary, to apply
logic and reason to the mysteries of the faith. We must now see how the
new inquisitive mentality of the twelfth century affected theology.

Theology Turns to Reason: Berengar of lours, Anselm of Canterbury,
and Peter Abelard

Perhaps the most impressive sign that reason was emerging in the eleventh
century as a force to be reckoned with is its adoption by some theologians
as an indispensable instrument for the interpretation of the mysteries of
faith. Berengar of Tours (ca. 1000-1088), who lectured on the Eucharist at
Church schools in Tours around 1030 to 1040, insisted that reason should
be applied to matters of faith because reason is a gift of God. Evidence was
more important than authority in theology. Berengar’s views appear in a
treatise titled “A Rejoinder to Lanfranc” (Rescriptum contra Lanfrannum),
which Berengar wrote around 1065 against Lanfranc of Bec, who had
attacked his interpretation of the Eucharist.”7 In his reply to Lanfranc,
Berengar used parts of the old logic that involved the theories of predica-
bles and categories.”® He believed that reason could not support the view
that accidents can exist apart from a substance. But the Eucharist assumes
that the accidents of the bread do not subsist in a substance after the conse-
cration. That is, the bread no longer exists, so that its accidents can no
longer inhere in it. Because he judged it unreasonable, Berengar denied that
the accidents of the bread could exist independently of their substance. He

76. Ibid., bk. 4, ch. 41, 272.

77. The issues between Berengar and Lanfranc and the roles they played in theology are
described by Toivo Holopainen, Dialectic and Theology in the Eleventh Century (Leiden: E.
J. Brill, 1996). On Lanfranc, see Chapter 3, 44—76; on Berengar, Chapter 4, 77-118.

78. Ibid., 92—93.
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therefore assumed that the form of the bread continued to exist after it was
consecrated and that another, second, form, which is actually the body of
Christ, is added to the form of the bread. Thus did Berengar deny the act
of transubstantiation.”?

In his dispute with Lanfranc, Berengar clearly indicates his strong con-
viction that reason is a proper instrument for doing theology. “I say,” he
declares against Lanfranc,

you do not hesitate to write of me that I desert sacred authorities; through divine
mercy it will become manifest that this is a false accusation and not the truth, as
soon as the moment comes when sacred authorities are to be brought forward out
of the necessity of using that point of departure; nevertheless, it is incomparably
superior to act by reason in the apprehension of truth; because this is evident, no
one will deny it except a person blinded by madness.?°

Berengar declares his sense of shame at those who rely on authority in mat-
ters where reason is the ultimate authority.3" He regards the use of reason as
a virtually religious obligation, as is evident when he declares that

[i]¢ is clearly the property of a great heart to have recourse to dialectic in all things,
because to have recourse to dialectic is to have recourse to reason; and he who
refuses this recourse, since it is in reason that he is made in the image of God,
abandons his glory, and cannot be renewed from day to day in the image of God.?

Thus, Berengar believed that dialectic, which was the embodiment of
reason, was a powerful and legitimate tool that should be used in all mat-
ters where it was relevant, including the Christian faith. Berengar, however,
did not oppose the use of authoritative Christian writings, which he
regarded as the proper repository of Church doctrine. But in order to dis-
cover the genuine and original meaning of those writings, they had to be
read intelligently with the aid of reason. Thus, Berengar may be regarded as
“a representative of the Augustinian programme of faith in search of under-
standing: he applies his reason to revealed doctrine, as it is conveyed by the
sacred authorities, not in order to demolish it but in order to arrive at a
coherent interpretation of it as a whole.”$3

79. See Etienne Gilson, History of Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages (London: Sheed and
Ward, 1955), 615, n. 41.

80. Translated by Holopainen, Dialectic and Theology, 109.

81. Ibid., 109, and n. 86 for the Latin text.

82. Ibid., 116, and n. 110 for the Latin text.

83. Ibid., 118.
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Roscelin of Compiegne (ca. 1050—ca. 1125) was alleged to have applied
logic and nominalism to the Trinity, inquiring “why the Son was incarnate
and not the Father or the Holy Spirit, and how, if God is one, it was possi-
ble for one Person to be incarnate and not the other two.”84 It was this kind
of boldness — something new in the eleventh century® — that alarmed tradi-
tional theologians, who feared the uses to which reason, in the form of
logic, or dialectic, could be put. Lanfranc of Bec (ca. 1010-1089) opposed
Berengar and regarded his use of dialectic as an abuse of the discipline.
Berengar, however, has been characterized as the first “to stir up a major
theological controversy in which all parties used the dialectical method,
thus contributing greatly to its extension.”3¢

Although many probably viewed this phenomenon with approval, some
in the eleventh century found it abhorrent, as did Saint Peter Damian
(1007-1072), who rejected the liberal arts as useless and objected to the
application of logic to any aspect of the faith. To show his contempt for
logic, he allowed that God could undo an historical event by willing that it
had not happened. Although this would produce a contradiction, and
strike at the heart of logic, Peter accepted it as an indication of the superior-
ity of faith over logic.%7

The application of reason to theological problems eventually won wide-
spread support in the twelfth century because the basis for such a dramatic
move had been clearly laid in the eleventh century. Saint Anselm of
Canterbury (1033-1109), who, after being prior, and then abbot, of the
abbey of Bec, became archbishop of Canterbury in 1093, was one of those
most responsible for the new emphasis on reason in theology. Like many

84. This is a summary of Roscelin’s views by Evans, Old Arts and New Theology (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1980), 198.

8s. Ibid., 2.

86. David Knowles, The Evolution of Medieval Thought (Baltimore: Helicon Press, 1962),
95-96.

87. Copleston, History of Philosophy, Vol. 2: Medieval Philosophy: Augustine to Scotus
(Westminster, MD: The Newman Press, 1957), 145-146. The issue Peter Damian raised
about whether God could undo the past was destined to become a major theological focal
point in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. As William Courtenay put it: “The ques-
tion of whether God has the power to make a past thing never to have been was considered
by most theologians in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries to be an eminently debat-
able and fruitful topic.” See William J. Courtenay, “John of Mirecourt and Gregory of
Rimini on Whether God can Undo the Past,” in Recherches de théologie ancienne et médié-
vale 40 (Louvain, 1973), 165; reprinted in William J. Courtenay, Covenant and Causality in
Medieval Thought: Studies in Philosophy, Theology and Economic Practice (London: Variorum
Reprints, 1984), VIIIb.
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who followed this path, Anselm insisted that belief was an indispensable
prerequisite for understanding faith, an Augustinian view which he pro-
claimed in his Proslogium with these words:

I do not attempt, O Lord, to penetrate Thy profoundity, for I deem my intellect in
no way sufficient thereunto, but I desire to understand in some degree Thy truth,
which my heart believes and loves. For I do not seek to understand, in order that I
may believe; but I believe, that I may understand. For I believe this too, that unless
I believed, I should not understand.®8

In order to understand, however, Anselm used reason extensively in his the-
ology. He thought it important to explain rationally what he believed. In this
spirit, Anselm’s “confidence in reason’s power of interpretation is unlimited,”
so that he “did not shrink from the task of proving the necessity of the Trinity
and the Incarnation.”® His three proofs of God’s existence in the Monologium
are based solely on reason, as is his subsequent simpler proof, the famous onto-
logical proof of the existence of God, in his Proslogium.

The Monologium is a remarkable treatise. Anselm explains in the opening
lines that he wrote it at the request of his fellow monks, who asked that he
produce a meditation for them that did not draw upon Scripture, but was
based solely on reason:

Certain brethren have often and earnestly entreated me to put in writing some
thought that I had offered them in familiar conversation, regarding meditation on
the Being of God, and on some other topics connected with this subject, under the
form of a meditation on these themes. It is in accordance with their wish, rather
than with my ability, that they have prescribed such a form for the writing of this
meditation; in order that nothing in Scripture should be urged on the authority of
Scripture itself, but that whatever the conclusion of independent investigation
should declare to be true, in an unadorned style, with common proofs and with a
simple argument, be briefly enforced by the cogency of reason, and plainly
expounded in the light of truth.?°

Anselm says that he sought to meet that request to the fullest extent pos-
sible.9" In the Monologium, Anselm argues as if he had never heard of the

88. Translated by Copleston, ibid., vol. 2, 156.

89. Gilson, History of Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages, 129.

90. St. Anselm, Proslogium; Monologium; An