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1 :rilisclla's t/Zcory of language in the Periphyseon: 
Explorations in the neoplatonic tradition 

By 
Dermot Moran 

Any consideration of medieval theories of language must begin by acknowledging 
the enormous complexity of linguistic and semiotic discussions in the philosophical 
and grammatical traditions of the West, traditions which, as yet, are inadequately 
mapped and documented. Unfortunately, nothing like a full history of the develop
ment of linguistic and semantic theories is available. 1 For the most part, academic 
discussion of medieval semantics and semiotics has tended to concentrate on the 
li\'ely period from the twelfth to the fourteenth centuries, looking, in particulal~ at the 
work of the M()di~tIlC, of Duns Scotus and William of Ockham. 1\11 these writers devel
op their semiotic theories on the basis of Aristotle's Dc illtcrprclilliollc, enriched by 
other rediscovered Aristotelian texts (such as Aristotle's Riletoric)." By contrast, apart 
from the writings of St. Augustine on language, which have nttracted particular 
<1ttcntion from philosophers, earlier medieval views of language are not well known 
or understood. In this paper, therefore, I would like to contribute to the understand
ing of ec1rlv medie\'al theories of language, by focusing on the work of John Scottus 
Eriugena (ca. 800-ca. 877). In order to locate Eriugena's work in its proper context, I 
shall begin by sketching aspects of the discussion of language in the Latin tradition 
from Augustine to Anselm, but I shall then point to an equally rich but much less well 
known tradition concerning the nature of speech and language, that is, the Neo
platonic tradition, exemplified by the writings of Pseudo-Dionysius. As we shall see, 
this Neoplatonic tradition challenges much of what Latin writers took for granted 
about the nature of speech and signification. Whereas almost all Latin writers follow
ed the Greeks in taking words to be signs which stood either for things (pmgl11ntn, res) 
or for the passions of the soul (pnlilcl7lnln ell Ie psyche, pnssiol1cS n111I11ne), the Neoplaton
ic tradition tends to question the underlying assumption that signs say anything sig
nificant about reality as it is in itself. Neopiatonic philosophy oflanguage tends to see 
all signs as gaining their meaning in relation to other signs, rather than directly in 
relation to the things signified. In a sense, then, the Neoplatonic tradition is more 
comfortable with the Saussurian "play of signifiers" account of language, rather than 

Sce, for l'x,lmpll', R.I-!. PoIJill" Ancient and Medieval Grammatical Theory in Europe 
(London: Kennik<lt Press, 1951); R.W. HIIIII, The History of Grammar in the Middle Ages. 
Collected l"l~wrs, cd. c.L. Bllr,;ilt-HI7It (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 1980); S. EbbcsCII, The 
Od\'ssl'\' of Sem,lIltics fwm the StOil to Buridan, in A. Esc!iliacll and J. Trnlialll, History of Semiot
ics (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 1983), p. 67-85. 

2 Sce I-!. Arell';, ed., Aristotll"s Theory of Language and its Tradition: Texts from 500 to 1750 
(Amstl'rd,lm: John Benj<1mins, 198-+). 
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the classical account whereby language mirrors or pictures the real. Whereas the 
Latin, Stoic-Augustinian account of language focuses on successful attempts to sig
nify things (res), the Neoplatonic tradition emphasises the gap between saying and 
reality, it focuses on acts of negation rather than assertion, is apoplwtic rather than 
kataplwtie. 

In particular I shall focus on Eriugena's Hauptwerk, PeriphyseoJ1, a lengthy philo
sophical dialogue in five books, written somewhere between 860 and 867 which con
tains an account of the creation of the world and its ultimate subsumption back under 
the principles of nature.3 Eriugena wrote the work following prolonged exposure to 
the radicalapoplllltic and mystical teachings of Dionysius the Areopagite, whose writ
ings he translated in the early 860s. As a result of this work of translation, undertaken 
at the behest of King Charles the Bald, Eriugena underwent a profound conversion 
from the Platonism of Augustine to the Platonism of Dionysius.-l 

Eriugena has no explicit treatise on language, but the PeriplzyseoJ1 is, among other 
things, a treatise on the art of Dialectic, under which is subsumed the concept of sig
nification in general. Furthermore, as we shall see, the Leitlllotif of utterance (vocaJ'e), 
of speaking of the word, of crying out loud (c/a11lare), with all the attendant psycho
logical, epistemological and theological resonances, is a recurrent element in the 
Pel'iphyseol1." In so far as we are able to reconstruct them from scattered remarks, 
Eriugena holds wonderfully evocative and complex views of language, which dis
play both a (somewhat confused) understanding of the Latin tradition and a definite 
intent to go beyond it. Eriugena combines the Dionysian emphasis on the transcen
dence of the symbol with the Augustinian view of the sacramentality of the whole 
world, to produce a view of the world where everything is intellectualised as both 
sign and symbol (5i8111(111 ct symbollllll).6 The mind, in grasping the world, is not 
encountering brute inanimate objects (res) which really are out there (a view of the 

:1 TIll' fuJi text of the Periphyseol1 is contained in J.-P. Miglle, ed., PL 122 (Paris, 1853). A crit
ical edition is underway. The first three books have appeared in this edition. See I.-P. S/!c1doll
Willia1l1s, Iohannis Scotti Eriugenae Periphyseon (Dublin: Institute for Advanced Studies, Vol. 1, 
1968, Vol. 2, 1972, Vol. 3, 1981). Volumes Four and Five are in preparation under the general 
editorship of Professors Edouard Jeauneau and John J. O'Meara. An English translation of the 
whole text has appeared as I.-P. Sheldoll Willia1l1s, Eriugena. Periphyseon (Division of Nature), 
edited by John J. O'Meara (Montreal: Bellarmin, 1987). For a review of the literature on Eriugena, 
see Mary Bl'f1l1WII, A Guide to Eriugenian Studies. A Survey of Publications 1930-1987 (Paris: 
Editions du Cerf, 1989). 

4 See J. Koc/!, Augustinischer und dionysischer Neuplatonismus und das Mittelalter, Kant
Studien 48 (1956-7), p. 117-33 and J. PCpi11, Univers dionysien et univers augustinien, Recher
ches de Philo sophie (Aspects de la dialectique) 2 (1956), p. 179-224. 

5 There has been little written about Eriugena's appl'llach to language. The most significant 
articles are still Werner Beierwaltes, Sprache und Sache: Rcflexionen zu Eriugenas Einschatzung 
von Leistung und Funktion der Sprache, Zeitschrift hir philosophische Forschung, Band 38 
!-left 4 (Nov-Dec 1984), p. 523-543; also Donald F DUc/OII', Nature as Speech and Book in John 
Scottus Eriugena, Medinevalin 3 (1977), p. 131-40. 

6 See W. Beienvaltes, Negati Affil'111atio. Welt als Metapher, in R. R.o1]1Ies, ed., Jean Scot Erige-
11l' ot 1'histoire de la philosophie (Paris: CNRS, 1977). 

241 



world which is dismissed "s merely sensual or enmnlis) but is entering into a play of 
intellectual signs and significances, a rich symbolic tapestry which presents itself to 
the mind first ,1S " confusing maze of appearances, phnlltnsini, and then as a kind of 
"mandala" of the divine, where all is transformed into divine manifestations, theo
p/wlliai. Furthermore, Eriugena's concept of language is imbued with the hierarchi
cal structuring of reality common to Neoplatonism. All the world is a series of com
plex resonances of the one word (Ucrblllll) spoken in God by God. The highest word 
is silent, hidden and unspoken, and there is a descent through manifest words (ver
ll/lill illterills, SerillO, <'ox articlIlntn) right down to the domain of shadows, echoes and 
mere semblances which make up the temporal world of appearance and delusion. 

The ll1edieval starting point: St. Augustine 

The writings of St. Augustine on language, as on other topics, provided the general 
framework of discussion for subsequent medieval philosophy7. It was Augustine 
who went beyond the Stoics and explicitly connected the theory of signs with the 
theory of language. 

Largely as a result of Wittgenstein's discussion in the Philosophienl Investigntio11s, 
contemporary philosophers have focused almost exclusively on St. Augustine's COI1-
fl'ssiolls as the key source book for his views on language.H At the beginning of the 
P/lilosopliical ill(Jestigations, Wittgenstein quotes from Conjessions Book One, Chapter 
Eight, a passage in which Augustine speculates on how children acquire language. 
Augustine claims that he did not learn to speak in the manner in which he later learn
ed to read from his teachers, but that he taught himself through the intelligence God 
gave him, and was able to express his own inner meanings by crying out loud. When 
others did not recognise what he was saying, he had to dig into his memorin and recall 
the sounds people made when they were dealing with something. He knew what 
those sounds referred to because of a "universal language", which consists of ges
tures and facial expressions. Gradually then he heard words and knew their mean
ings and was able to express his own meanings by means of them. 

7 On Augustine'S theorv of language, see the entry, "Augustine," in T.A. Sebeok, ed., Ency
clopedic DictionM), of Semiotics (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1986). See also W. Beierwaites, Zu Augu
stins Mdaph)'sik del' Sprache, Augustinian Studies 2 (1971), p. 179-95. See also Christopher Kir-
11'1111, Tlw Nature of Speech, in Augustine (London: Routledge, 1991), p. 35-59; R.A. Marklls, 
St. Augustine on Signs, in St. Augustine. A Collection of Critical Essays (London: Macmillan, 
1972) and T. Todor",', A propos de la conception augustinienne du signe, Revue des Etudes 
Augustiniennes 31 (1985), p. 209-14. 

8 L. Wiflgcllsfcill, Philosophicalln\'estigations, trans. G.E.M. Al1scolllue (Oxford: Basil Black
well, 1976). See also L. WittgCllskill, The Blue and Brown Books, ed. Rush Rhees (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1969), p. 77. 
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It was not my elders who showed me the words by some set system of 
instruction, in the way that they taught me to read not long afterwards; 
but, instead, I taught myself using the intelligence which you, my Cod, 
gave to me. For when I tried to express my meaning by crying out and 
making various sounds and movements, so that my wishes should be 
obeyed, I found that I could not convey all that I meant or make myself 
understood by everyone whom I wished to understand me. So my 
memory prompted me. I noticed that people would name some object 
and then turn towards whatever it was that they had named. I watched 
them and understood that the sound they made when they wanted to 
indicate that particular thing was the name which they gave to it, and 
their actions dearly showed what they meant, for there is a kind of uni
versallanguage, consisting of expressions of the face and eyes, gestures 
and tones of voice, which can show whether a person means to ask for 
something and get it, or refuse it and have nothing to do with it. So by 
hearing words arranged in various phrases and constantly repeated, I 
gradually pieced together what they stood for, and when my tongue 
had mastered the pronunciation, I began to express my wishes by 
means of themY 

In this passage, as in passages of the COl1fessions which occur slightly earlier (e.g. 1.6), 
Augustine treats his inner mental willings as completely formed and transparent to 
himself, needing only to be articulated in a form that would be intelligible to others. III 

Wittgenstein takes Augustine's account as illustrative of a view of language which, 
though widespread, is fundamentally wrongheaded. An assumption exists that we 
ill list somehow already have a language in order to learn one, that is, that we already 
h.lv(' .1 I1lcntallanguage (often called by philosophers "mentalese") and all we have 
t() do is to associate the appropriate sounds with it. Wittgenstein comments: 

Augustine describes the learning of language as if the child came into a 
strange country and did not understand the language of the country; 
that is, as if it already had a language, only not this one. l1 

Language, for Wittgenstein, on the other hand, is a public, rule-governed practice, 
meanings emerge with use. I do not first have a private system of signifying things 
and then try to align my meanings with the public domain; the reverse is the case, 

9 Saint Augustine, Confessions, translated by R.S. Pine-Coffin (New York: Penguin Books, 
1961), p. 29. Wittgenstein quotes a different translation of this passage, but there is nothing 
philosophical at stake in the differences in translation. 

10 It is not an exaggeration to say that for Augustine, the will is the fundamental psychic 
drive which underlies all other mental acts. This emphasis on the voluntarist aspect of our men
tal life is developed by Descartes (directly under the influence of Augustine) and by Sartre in 
the 20th century. 

11 Wittgcnstein, Philosophical Investigations 1.32. 
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onlv through the public practice of rule-following in language can anything like an 
inner understanding be possible, Wittgenstein claims.12 

Wittgenstein identifies another feature of the Augustinian picture which he takes 
to be a general but incorrect assumption, namely, that learning a language primarily 
consists of learning the names of objects. i:l For Wittgenstein, language cannot be 
learned by the accumulation or repetition of acts of ostension where objects are the 
items designated. But there is no doubt that from Plato onwards, theories of language 
were largely theories of naming, and the main classes of names were nouns (pointing 
to things) (md verbs (picking out actions), 14 with all other words considered ancillary 
and of problematic status; Aristotle, for example, calls them sYlldesl1loi, conjunc
tions. l ; 

Although Wittgenstein's discussion of Augustine does pick out central features of 
medie\'al theories of language in general, e.g., the priority of the universal mental 
language and the priority of the noun representing the thing as the paradigmatic 
instance of the linguistic sign, the actual passages from the COllfessions, on which 
Wittgenstein focused, by no means exhaust everything Augustine has to say about 
language and signs, Augustine, a distinguished professor of rhetoric, returns again 
and again to the subject of language in a number of important works, from the early 
Dc dill/cctiCil (ca, 387) and De IIIllgistro (389), through the De doctril1ll christillllil (com
posed over a long period between 396 and 426), to the De Tril1itllte (completed ca. 
-!20), Indeed, Augustine'S semiotic and hermeneutical explorations in 0(' doctrinll 
christilll1ll were, arguably, much more influential on the Latin Middle Ages than the 
COl1f('ssiollS , while the latter work was more influential on writers of the Renaissance 
and of Modernity, on Petrarch or Rousseau, for example, 

The background to St. Augustine'S views on language is clearly Stoic, mediated 
through the work of Latin rhetors and grammarians, such as Varro, Cicero and Quin
tilian, (which in turn mediated views of Aristotle).lli Augustine's Dc dilliecticil re
produces much of the Stoic theory of the origin of words, itself based probably on 
Varro's o isciplill Ill'. Plato had already begun the analysis of language in the Cmtylus 

12 This is dt ledst the conventional understanding of what Wittgenstein meant. A large lit
erdlure hdS grown up on this subject. For some interesting reflections, see John Haldane, The Life 
of Signs, Re\'iew of Metaphvsics VoL 47 no. 3 (March 1994), p. 451-470. 

13 Wittgenstein in the Browil Book gives examples of words which cannot be learned by 
pointing and <11'e not things: 'today', 'not', 'but', 'perhaps', Augustine discusses these kinds of 
\\'ords in Dc 1I1I7gi.sfro. 

14 CrOll/Ius 386e, Aristotle in De illtCl'pretl1tiollc distinguishes between nouns and verbs in 
th,lt nOllns ha\'(, no reference to time, whereas verbs have an inbuilt reference to time, 

15 Aristotle, Rhetoric 35 and 3,12, Augustine in De I1Il1gistro, treats all words as signs and 
then has difficulty saying v"hat words like nihil, 'nothing', cx, 'out of', and dc, 'from', stand for. 

16 For ,1 d iscllssion of sign theory in Cicero and Quintilian, see G. Ml1l1ctti and C. Richmd
SOli, Theories of the Sign in Classical Antiquity, p, 145-156. For an illuminating discussion of 
Stoic theories of language, see A, C. Lloyd, Grammar and Metaphysics in the Stoa, and AA 
LOllg, Language and Thought in Stoicism, in AA LOllg, ed" Problems in Stoicism (London: 
Athlone Press, 1'J71), p, 58-7-4 and 75-113 respectively. 
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where the debate centred largely on the question of whether language is natural or 
conventional. It was, however, Aristotle's compressed remarks on signs and lan
guage in a difficult passage of De il1terpretatiol1e 16a which provided the basis for the 
later Greek and medieval discussion: 

Spoken words (ta en te pizone) are symbols (syl1lbo/a) of affections of the 
soul (en te psyche patizemata), and written words (to gmpllOmcl1a) are the 
symbols of spoken words. Just as all men do not have the same writing, 
so all men do not have the same speech sounds, but the affections of the 
soul- of which words are before all else signs (scmcia) - are the same for 
everyone, as are also those things of which the passions are images. 17 

Aristotle employs two different Greek words in this passage - symb%ll and sClllcioll.l~ 
Recent commentators have argued convincingly that Aristotle's term scmeioll is best 
translated as a 'symptom' whereas symbolon is a sign in the proper sense. 1Y The Stoics 
distinguished sharply between these terms: Natural or non-verbal signs or symp
toms (sel11eia) are such things as the footprints of an animal, or the smoke which 
naturally signifies fire. 2o Speech, on the other hand, consists of signs or symbols (SI/III

bola) which are conventional and vary between peoples. Of course, speech is also a 
symptom of human behaviour. A cry of pain is a symptom of a certain passio allimac. 
The Stoics were mainly concerned with natural signs, but Augustine manages to 
elide the distinction by translating both terms as notllm or Sigl1l1lll, as does Boethius 
in his translation of this very passage of De illterpretatione. As a result there is some 
confusion in the Augustinian tradition between genuine linguistic signs and mere 
expressions such as the cry of pain. Augustine explicitly includes words in general 
under the category of signs. Augustine thus tends to bring together what Stoic theo
reticians carefully kept apart, and merges the theory of signs with the theory of lan
guage. 

For Aristotle, words stand as signs for certain passions in the soul, which are the 
same in all men. Augustine reproduces this view when he takes it to be the case that 

17 Aristotle, De interpretatione 16a. I have adapted the translation of E. M. Edghill given in 
Richard McKeon, ed., The Basic Works of Aristotle (New York: Random House, 1941), p. 40, in 
the light of the remarks by U. Eco, et ai, in On Animal Language in the Medieval Classification 
of Signs, in U. Eco and C. MarnlO, ed., On the Medieval Theory of Signs (Amsterdam: John Ben
jamins, 1989), p. 5-6. 

18 For an interpretation of the difference between these two terms, see N. Kret:lll1l11n, Aris
totle on Spoken Words Significant by Convention, in J. Corcomn, ed., Ancient Logic and its 
Modern Interpretation (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1974). 

19 See U. Eco, R. Lallibertini, C. Marlllo and A Tabarroni, On Animal Language in the Medie
val Classification of Signs, in E. Eco and C. Marilla, ed., On the Medieval Theory of Signs 
(Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 1989), p. 6. 

20 See U. Eco, Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language (Bloomington: Indiana Universi
ty Press, 1984). Boethius in his COllllllentary on tile De interpretatione offers the barking of the dog 
(ennis latmtlls) as an example of a signifying noise (vox signifientiva) where the signifying is done 
natllmliter and not by convention (ad placitlllll). See Boethius, 111 librulll Aristotelis Dc interl'rcta
tiol1e colll/llentaria lIlajom, PL 64, 420c-d. 
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different languages simply produce different sound combinations to stand for the 
same, common mental states, In one sense, all classical writers from Aristotle to 
Augustine agree that humans have an inner system of concepts/passions of the soul 
which are the same for all men, Eriugena too will take it to be a fundamental task of 
speech to communicilte and express what is hidden and unexpressed in the mind of 
the speaker (iJOY is the intcrpres alliIlIne). Speech is self-expression, the self-manifesta
tion of the soul for Eriugena, As we shall see, he will treat this as a paradigm for self
creation (sc ipse 1I1alli/l'stare) and for both the divine procession of the Son from the 
Father, and the spatio-temporal manifestation of created things, 

Augustine's sweeping identification of words with signs is followed by his claim 
that all signs stand for things, In the De doctrilla cizristiana, 1.2, Augustine defines 
words as signs of things as things (res), 

Verllfllll eM lInilisclIjllsqlle rei S(,\1I11111, 
A word is the sign of any kind of thing, 

Here Augustine is repeating, more or less word for word, the definition of word 
which he ,wticulates in De dialectien, ch, 5, A sign is that which points beyond itself to 
something else "something which is itself sensed and which indicates to the mind 
something beyond the sign itself","l The Stoics took all signs to stand for things, but 
took as their pcll'c1digm case of a thing something material which occupies space. 
Though Augustine does not depart from this primary instance of a thing, he also al
lows words to be signs which stand for incorporeal items such as other people's 
thoughts, or, indeed, words themselves, as in "cat has three letters" where the sign 
'Celt' here stelnds for the incorporeal ([lord 'Celt' and not the animal. In De Illagistro, the 
word llillil, 'nothing', does not point out nothing but rather stands for the speaker's 
mental state who is not thinking of anything, Words are signs in two ways: they stand 
for things and they represent the speaker '5 hidden inner intentions, Words stelnd as 
signs of the thoughts we want to communicate to someone else, See, for example the 
following pclSsage from Augustine's EllCilL'l'idioll de fidei 22.7: 

And undoubtedly, words were instituted among men not so that men 
should decei\'e one another by means of them but so that anyone might 
bring his thoughts (cogitatiolles) to another's notice by means of them.22 

Signs which signi fy beyond themsel\'es are distinguished from things that do not. Of 
course, following tIll' Stoics, Augustine recognises thilt signs themselves are sensible 
things, All signs are things, not all things are signs. Strictly speaking, for Augustine, 
things tlll'l11sel\'l'S rcll'ely st,1!ld as signs for other things (wood, cattle or a stone do 
not stand for anything else), On occasion, Augustine concedes, having regard to the 
use (If words in Scripture, things do signify beyond themselves, thus, in Holy Scrip
turl', \\'ood C,ln st,lnd for the Cross, and the stone which Jacob placed on his head can 

:! i '\lIgll~til1L', Dc .tiolet/ieo, ch, 0;, 

" Chri,topill'r Kiril'llll, i\lI)';lIstinl' (London: Routledge, 19S'i), p, -is, 
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represent human nature. This concession that things can be signs will become a cen
tral feature of Dionysian and Eriugenian sign theory. 

In the Dc mngistro 1.1 Augustine claims that in speech (loelltio) we aim at nothing 
but to teach (doeere) - language as conveying information - or to remember some
thing (commemorare), as when we give ourselves a sign of what is not present. Speak
ing consists of giving signs in articulate words and "by articulate I mean one that can 
be comprised of letters" (De dinleetien 5.7).23 What is transferred from one mind to 
another is a sign ijientio Y' Elsewhere Augustine talks of what is sayable, dieibilc, as that 
which the sign communicates to the hearer. Sigllijicntio and the dicibilc have the same 
meaning for Augustine, that is, the meaning communicated by a sign, as distinct 
from the thing referred to by the sign. Dieibile, the 'sayable', here is a direct transla
tion of the Stoic notion of the lektoll. The lelctoll is that which is expressed by our ar
ticulate sounds.25 The model in De dinleetien may be represented as: 

vox nrtiC/llnt{/ ---c> 

sOllnd ---c> 

dicibile 
meanil1g 

res 
thing 

Augustine here is beginning to recognise the need to postulate a notion of objective 
meanings which are distinct from the things in the world. He does not progress furth
er in this analysis, howevel~ and shifts to a psychological and theological analysis of 
the understanding. Essentially, humans come to understand something not through 
the communication of meaning in signs, but through being merely reminded by the 
sign of the thing, which is actually presented in the mind through inner illumination 
by the mind by God. Signs then are secondary and derivative. The things themselves 
are illuminated to us by God. 

With regard to Eriugena, the rich discllssion of the inner word in Augustine's Dc 
'Ii'illitlll(' is more influential than the discussion of language acquisition in the COllfcs
:,iOIl:; or the theory of signs in De /llIlgist ro, 1)(' dod rilln cllristimln and Dc dinil'etien (al
ti10llgh J':riugena was familiar with all 111<'s(' ll'xts). In Dc Trinitnte, there is a non-lin
)',tlisth', inner word, which is not yt'l articulate thought, but is rather an inner 
intl'liigibility given by God, which makes thought possible. There is a mental act of 
understanding (verbllm mel1tis) which prl'l'l'dl's OUl' inner silent speech (thought) and 
our external articulation of that thought in spokl'n ii1l1guage. Eriugena will adopt just 
this model in his discussion, presumably 1ll'C<1ttsl' it largely agrees with the concept 
of language found in the Greek Christian Nl'opi,1tonists, such as Dionysius. 

Although Boethius is crucial for iiltl'r nll'dil'V;1i discussions of the relation of words 
to concepts, because, following Porphyry, he interprets Aristotle as meaning that 

23 See Kinmll, Augustine, p. 35. 
24 See Dc ql/olltitoc ollimoc 32.66, disclissed in C. Kinl'all, Augustine, p. olO. 
25 The Stoic IcktOll has a propositional content and is the bearer of truth or falsity. See Ben

son Mates, Stoic Logic (Berkeley: University of Cllifornia Press, 1953). The Stoics were materi'll
ists but had difficulty specifying the nature of the lektol/ which is really an intelligible meaning 
and hence is more like an abtraction than a corporeal thing. Ukta are incorporeal (aSOl/ll1tO), see 
Sextus Empiricus AdvC1's05 Mntilclllnticos 8.11-12. 
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words are the signs of (OIl(Cpt~ (ililel/ectli~) not things; nevertheless we cannot devel
op Boethius' \'iews here. 2h Briefly, Boethius's model can be displayed as follows: 

~iglllllJl 

~igll 

ilitCI/Cctli~ 

lJIeal1il1g 
res 

tllil1g 

It is hard to find a clear influence of this account on Eriugena, whose knowledge of 
Boethius appears to be rather patchy. Instead let us consider briefly how the dom
inant Augustinian account was re-interpreted by the Latin tradition after Eriugena. 

The developil1g Latil1 tmditiol1: St. Anselm 

Later in the Latin Middle Ages, we encounter 51. Anselm's account of the relation be
tween a word and its meaning as developed in the ProslogioiJ (ca. 1078) and in his 
reply to his critic, the monk, Gaunilo.27 Anselm is meditating on the sentence from 
the Psalms where "the Fool hath said in his heart there is no God" (Ps 13:1; 52:1), a 
sentence Augustine had already used in support of his contention that thought is a 
kind of inner speech. Anselm shows that anyone who understands the meaning of 
the term or name of God "that than which nothing greater can be thought" must in 
fact recognise that the bearer of that name also exists. Now the problem is: if this is 
true, if the inner thought about God leads to the affirmation that God exists, how can 
the Fool meaningfully think or say in his heart that there is no God? To say the name 
of God and IJIcal1 God by that name, is to recognise the existence of God. Anselm 
explains away this problem in Pro~logiol1 ch. 4 by making a distinction between the 
,'ox ~iglliflcnll~, the word signifying the thought of God, and id ips Ii 111 quod res est, the 
thing itself which is thought or signified by means of the word: 

lliitcr ellilll cogilalur res ClI1J1 pox ealJl sigl1ifical1s cogitatlir, aliler ClIIII id 

ipSlflll qliod res esl ill lel/igil II r. 

26 For <l discussion of Boethius's interpretation of Porphyry ilnd its impact on Abelard, see 
J. Marcli/JolI, bull' Medievill Philosophy (480-1150) (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1983), 
p. 32-3-1 and p. 13-1-139. Alwlill'd took words to be signs not of things, but of the relations be
tWl'l'n things. 

27 Anselill h<lll ,lIlother ,1(count of words in the MOIIO/ogioll, chapter 10. When we speak of 
things (rcs) We' (,In do so bl' nW,lIls of sensible signs (Sigilli sCllsibilcs) or sounds which we artic
ul,llL', or [11' tlwse saille signs «,odcIII o;igllo) thought non-sensibly (illsmsibililer) in us, or by grasp
ing thl' thing itsl'lf (rco; ipo;o) in thought, either through an imaginative image or through an 
intL'IIc,(tlh1Iunderst,lnding (illic//cdllo; mliollis). See jaspar I-iopkills, A New, Interpretative Trans-
1,1tion of St. Ansl'IIll's Monologion and Proslogion (Minneapolis: Arthur J. Banning Press, 1986), 
p. 8-1-87. Anselm is allowing for the possibility that the mind can think the res ipsa in a purely 
inlL'llcctu<llm,lnner ,llld here he is following Augustine. Indeed, it is his Lwlid that the res ipsll 
C,ln be in the mind which is disputed by Caunilo. In general, Anselm's account in the MOl1ologioll 
dOl'S not contr,ldict th,lt of the Proo;/ogioll. 
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For in one sense a thing is thought when the word signifying it is 
thought, in another sense when the very object which the thing is is 
understood.28 

Anselm is suggesting that if we really intend God and not the word then we must 
recognise that God exists. It is possible, however, to be fooled into thinking that the 
intentional object of our talk does not exist, if we concentrate on the meaning and not 
on the reference, on the Sinn and not on the Bedeutung, to use Frege's distinction. It is 
clear from Anselm's discussion here, that he recognises the difference between the 
signifying and the referential function of the sign. He is not clearly able to articulate 
it, as he remains within the simplistic vox significativo/ res system originally given by 
St. Augustine. 

Anselm's critic, Gaunilo, in his Pro insipiente, his reply on behalf of the Fool, argued 
that, on the basis of Anselm's own argument, anything whatsoever which could be 
thought of could be said to exist, since it could be said to be understood.2

,! Gaunilo 
considers the case where someone may be talking about a man that the hearer does 
not personally know. The hearer will understand what that person says, that is he 
will understand on the basis of the words used (secundum vocel1l) and indeed he will 
even be able to represent to himself or to think about a human being in general (per 
illom speciolem genemlemve notitiom). But he will not have in mind the particular 
individual that the speaker is talking about. Furthermore, perhaps that speaker is 
lying, and there exists no man to be talked about, then, when the hearer is thinking 
about the man the speaker is mentioning, he is thinking literally of something that 
does not exist, although, paradoxically, the hearer is indeed thinking of something 
genuine, i.e., human nature in general, and is not just representing a mere verbal for
mula to himself. Gaunilo here is employing a more sophisticated understanding of 
the relation between words and their meanings than Anselm has invoked. Whereas 
Anselm had a two fold distinction between the word and the sign, the vox 5igilificallS 
and the rt's sigllijicala, Gaunilo, on the other hand, quite properly recognises a three
fold relation: first we hear the articulated word (vox) which Gaunilo notes (following 
Augustine's De doctrina christiana) is itself a real thing, a res, made by the breath, and 
expressing the sound of the letters or syllables (res, /zoc est littemrtllli SOIllIS pel sylla
bartlJn), and then we have the meaning or significance of the heard word (sigllifiCiltio 
vocis ouditoe), and finally we have the external thing being thought about or referred 
to. 

Al1selm: 
Gaunilo: 

vox 
vox 

[imogoPO 
sigl1 (fica tio 

rl.'5 
res 

28 St. Anselm's Proslogioll, trans. M.J. Charlesworth (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1979), p. 12l. 

29 Clzarlesworth, op. cit., p. 157. 
30 As we saw above (note 27) Anselm believes we can think a thing directly in the mind 

either through an image or by a rational understanding which grasps the thing itself. 
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rVio<i('J'I1 ',('Jll,lIl1ics since Coiliob Frege, is doser to Caunilo's analysis, by and large, 
Ih,1I1 10 Ansell11, Frege distillguishL's bel ween the Sinn of an expression and its Bedeu-
11111,,\, Iri1l1sIillcd variously as the distinction between 'sense' and 'reference', or 'con
not<1lion' and 'denotation', We can refer to the planet Venus (the reference or Bedeu
IlIlIg) by using differing expressions e,g. 'the morning star' or 'the evening star'. 
These different expressions differ in their sense (Sinn) but both have the same refer
ence. We need a distinction like this to call attention to the fact that the meaning of a 
phrase is different from the thing to which it refers. 

Anselm (at least in these passages) appears as a direct realist, for whom every 
genuine signifying act must be successful, must be met by events or things in the 
world. The problem for Anselm is how to avoid the conclusion that all our signifying 
expressions correspond to things in the world. His solution is to distinguish between 
genuine and non-genuine modes of meaning. Gaunilo, by contrast, explains how we 
can think of something that does not exist in fact, by acknowledging that there is a 
meaning (SigllifiClltio) which stands, as it were, between our word and the thing itself, 
and this meaning is part of the motion of our mind itself (secundum I1nil11i motum). 
Furthermore, this meaning is a universal and not an individual. The debate about 
universals in the twelfth century takes off from precisely this problem, though the 
text which initiates the discussion is from Boethius. In fact, in his De gramml1tico, 
Anselm shows a greater understanding of the difference between the meaning which 
the word intends and the object referred to, he distinguishes between what Umberto 
Eco terms the signifying and the referring functions of words.ol In De grall1l11l1tico 
Anselm distinguishes between I1ppelll1tio (denotation, reference) and significl1tio (sig
nifying, meaning, sense). For example, when I use the word 'grammarian' I mean to 
signify a quality ('knowing grammar') but I am also attributing this quality to some
one designated. With this distinction we are moving closer to the theories of suppo
sition which will be developed in great detail in the twelfth and thirteenth cen
turies. 02 In the thirteenth century St. Thomas Aquinas will make use of the distinction 
between the modus SigllifiCl1lldi and the res Sigllificl1tl1 to argue that we can signify 
imperfectly, particularly where we are using referring expressions to pick out God. 
When we call God "Father" we are able to correctly refer to God, even though what 
we mean by father (the means by which we pick out God) only very imperfectly 
shadows what God really is. There is a gap which opens up between our signifying 
expressions and the reality they signify, but none the less, Aquinas remains confident 
that our language docs succeed in referring to God. Unfortunately, we do not have 
time here to develop the complexity of medieval semantics. Instead, having drawn a 

31 See Umberto Eeo, Denotation, in U. Ero and C. Manllo, ed., On the Medieval Theory of 
Signs (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 1989), p. 50-51. 

32 Sec L. M. DcRijk, Logica Modernorum. A Contribution to the History of Early Terminist 
Logic, 2 \'015 (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1962-1967). See also J. Pin borg, Speculative Grammar, in 
N. Krcl:lIl1l11l1, A. KCIIIII/, J. Pill/Jorg and E. SIIIIIIP, ed., The Call/bridge Hislon/ of Laler Medieval 
Pililosopili/ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982). 
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picture about the manner in which lilt' Sioic A lIgustinian theory of language sets the 
framework for the discussion righl lip 10 Anst'im, and indeed through the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries, we mllsl now Iurn 10 another strand in the western tradi
tion of the discussion of Ianguilgl" 

A COlli p/im I iOIl ill I he pictlire: Pseudo-Oionysius 

Medieval Latin concl'pls of language and signification were not formed exclusively 
on the basis of Auguslint' and the Latin grammarians, Of course, Eriugena's intellec
tual formation was Augustinian in the broadest sense, and his mastery of Augustin
ian texts is powerfully displayed in the Dc prnedestillntiolle and elsewhere. Never
theless, his real interest lay in the mystical teachings of Dionysius the Areopagite and 
in the Greck Fathcrs, Gregory of Nyssa and Maximus, who gave him quite a different 
picture of the nature of God and the world.:13 

The Eastern Christian tradition which Eriugena admired was not at all as con
fident as Anselm and Aquinas that our language could attain to reality or express its 
real nature. Their paradigm was not so much of words standing as signs for things 
(the vox-res relation), as words possessing meanings which were not anchored tight
ly to objects in the world. Rather meanings are, as it were, independent building 
blocks which we can use to construct our world - a world which somehow comes to 
signify the divine source of everything, precisely because all the meanings remain 
signs, signs pointing beyond themselves, but whither they point is left open and 
uncertain. God resides precisely at the point where the signs point beyond them
selves, God is the other of the sign. We do not have space here to develop Pseudo
Dionysius's account, we must merely note that Dionysius stresses and thematises the 
fnilllre of language to achieve its goal. The Diville Nnmes and The Mystical Theologlj 
provide a detailed account of how speaking always takes place against a background 
of silence; comprehension is limited by non-comprehension. God is the logos above 
alliogoi, he is tlw lusus IIl'l'elos (Dc divillis lIol1lil1ibllS 1.1. 588b). God can be called all 
words precisely because 11<' is llilmeless and all words fail equally. Signs now have the 
function of concealing illStC'ild of revealing. There is an ungraspable transcendent 
truth covered up and hiddl'n by Sl'IlSlIOllS signs and symbols (DN, 592b-c). Dio
nysius refers to the mysteries, the symbolic level, the level where the mind must stop 
and something else take ()vpr if it is to IX'Ill'trate into the divine darkness. Everything 
is a sign and, at the same tiIll!', no sign SlICCl'l'ds in pointing beyond itself to the thing. 
Rather it seems that the norl1lillexpl'ddtioll of the "pointing beyond" of the sign is 
precisely what is both valLll'd and nl'gated. Dionysius rebukes those who are too 
caught up in understanding words through the senses (din Ins Destheseis, DN, 708d) 

33 For a fuller discussion of Eriugl'n,1':i world-vil'w, Sl'e D. MOI'l1ll, The Philosophy of John 
Scottus Eriugena. I\. Study of Id('i1IisJ11 in tIl(' Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989). 
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inste,ld of transcending the senses and moving to the intellectual contemplation of 
things. All ordinary understanding of meaning is seen to be dependent on the senses, 
on seeing things cnrllnliter as Eriugena will say, whereas true understanding looks at 
things ~piritllnliter. In a sense, Dionysius dismisses all discussion of words, letters, 
sounds and speech as a preoccupation of the sensory level which must be surpassed 
in intellectual contemplation (tizl'orin). Eriugena will take the same view, but he sees 
the sensory as being an emblem of the intelligible and is less dismissive of it. 

joizm1J1cs Scottus Eriugcnl7 (Cil. 800-CIl. 877) 

Eriugena's concept of language has to be reconstructed from hints scattered through 
his writings. He began his career as a Liberal Arts l1lngister and, like so many others, 
wrote a commentary on the standard liberal arts textbook of the time, the Mnrringe of 
Pizilology nlld Mercllry of Martianus Capella. On Eriugena's account, the Liberal Arts 
included the three linguistic disciplines: Grammar, Rhetoric and Dialectic. Standard
ly, in medieval accounts, the three verbal arts, the trivin, were thought to deal with 
(ler/Jf1 not res. But in Pcriphl/seoll Book Five, Eriugena brings the disciplines of Rhetor
ic and Grammar together as branches of Dialectic (Illelllbm dinlccticnc), and Dialectic 
is "the mother of all arts" (Illnter nrtilllll, V.S70b). Furthermore, Dialectic deals with the 
nature of reality itself (de rCrll1l1llntllm, V.S69d), with things (res). Grammar is a secon
dary and derivative science or art dealing with the laws of human speech (de reglliis 
11I/1I1I7Ilnc "oci~, V.S69d) Eriugena agrees with the view of "Aristotle and his school" 
(Ari~totclcs ClIIII slIis scctntoriblls, V.S70a), that speech is conventional and not natural, 
and hence does not deal with things themselves. Furthermore Grammar and Rhetor
ic are less essential than Dialectic because it is possible for the rational soul to think 
within itself without recourse to articulate speech (V.S70b-c) and hence be governed 
solely by Dialectic: 

Potcst milll ratiollnbilis nil ill In illtm seilictipsn1l1 de Iiberaliblls disciplil1is Imc
tarc, n/Jsl)lIc (loeis articlliatne disl'rtncl)lIl' omliol1is strcpitll. 
For it is possible for the rational soul to treat within its very own self 
concerning the liberal disciplines, without recourse to the noise of the 
articulate word or clear speech. 

Grammar (which is based on the letter) cannot be a basic part of the science of nature, 
whereas Dialectic is. 

Human beings, Eriugena suggests, do not need spoken or articulated words in 
order to think. This passage alone only rules out using words spoken aloud but there 
are other passages where Eriugena makes it clear that the mind has an understanding 
of its own which is pre-verbal (agreeing with Augustine). The mind can use an inner 
word, the ,'crlm1l1 illtcrills. It can experience collte1l1plationcs or lizeoriai which reveal the 
meanings of things. 

As wi th A ugl1stine and Anselm, Eril1gena approaches language primarily in terms 
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of the individual word, predominantly the spoken word, vox, but he also uses the 
terms verbum and se1'l1l0 more or less interchangeably. In the Commentary on John he 
says est igitur vox il1terpres al1imi (C011l1ll. I xxvii 72-74, 304b)J-!, it is the word or voice 
which translates or expresses outwardly the mind (animlls), it is John the Baptist who 
announces the coming of the Spirit of Christ. Eriugena comments: 

The voice is the interpreter of the Spirit. FOl~ everything which the Spir
it thinks and ordains within itself in an invisible manner (illvisibiliter) is 
put forth in a sensible manner (sel1sibilitcr) through the voice (per VOCClII) 

into the senses of the hearers. JS 

Things which are thought silently may be manifested in sound. This no doubt echoes 
the Aristotelian discussion of words in De interpretationc as the outward signs of inner 
passions of the soul (passioncs anilllae).J6 At II.647a, in a meditation on which comes 
first, matter or form, the pupil in the dialogue, Alumnus, says he used to think un
formed matter was first, just as sound comes before speech in the natural order of 
things (though not in the temporal order). Sound is a matter or vehicle for speech to 
inform. 

Again, in line with the tradition, Eriugena gives priority to the spoken word over 
the written word. In Peri,,"yscOIl III.706d he refers to the "articulated word" (articllla
ta vox), repeating a tl'rm which had been current since Augustine to refer to the word 
as spoken out loud. Eriugena considers this to be the manifest essence of language it
self. But Eriugena, following Dionysius, also emphasises the unsayable over the say
able, the unarticulated over the articulated, the intelligible over the sensible, the 
hidden over the manifest. The essence of language does not belong to its manifest 
aspect, the essence of language lies in its hidden interiority. As we shall see Eriugena 
is interested not in tlw (luter name (lIolllen) but in the inner transcending name, 1I0lllen 

sllper 0111111' 110men, translating a phrase he had found in Dionysius. All natural things 
have names, see for example 1. :i12a where he speaks of the llatllralilllll re1'll1ll1101l1il1a, 
the names of natural things. Eriugena seems to regard names as conventional, never
theless he regards the nallles or sounds (as in his etymologising) as especially and 
uniquely appropriate to the things they name. But Eriugena is more interested in 
those things which transcend limited nature (l1ai1lra ereata et 110ll crea11s). He is seeking 
the sllpel'l1aturalis 11ai1l1'l7 which is nameless. 

Eriugena seems to regard the ordinary relation between signs and their signified 
as unproblematic. He is much more interested in the difficulties posed by metaphor
ical or transferred meanings. Following Dionysius, Eriugena queries the possibility 
of terms applying to God literally (,,!'Opric). Clearly the sacred oracles (as he calls the 

34 E. /ealillfllll, ed., Jean Scot. Commentaire sur l'Evangile de Jean (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 
1972), p. 138. 

35 Jenlmenu, op cit., p. 138. My translation. 
36 /enllllfllu, p. 138 n. 13 also draws attention to Augustine, SemlO 288, De Z'OC<' el (lel'/>o (PL 

38,1302-1308) and Se/'/1/o 289, 3 (PL 38,1309). 
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~cri~)tures) do use ,1 great diversity of names to speak about God. There is indeed a 
whole br,lnch of theology, kalaplli1likc, which deals with affirmative utterances where 
God is Gllled by different names. God can be said to have a face, hands, and so on. 
Such processes h,ld been set down by Dionysius the Areopagite in his book, The 

Dil'illc NaIlICS. On the other hand, SCIiSIl siriclo, God has no name and is strictly speak
ing nilJ1lek'ssness (ilillolililiaiJililas, II. 510a). 

Thus He says "why do you ask my name for it is wonderful?" Or is not 
this Ilame indeed wonderful, which is above every name (llomell sllper 

OlllllC llOllICll), which is unnameable (illllolilillabilis), which is set above 
(sllpcrcol/ocallllll) every name that is named whether in this world or in 
the world to come (ill saccilia ... illflllllm). 11.589c. 

Elsewhere in Eriugena's text, God's Word is secret or hidden, "uerbllill arcal1llm" 

(11.510,1), translating Dionysius's phrase arrctos, "unutterable". The names of this 
world C,ln be transferred to God by the processes of metaphor (lIlclaplzoricc, tralls/at

ii'C) or cMrving across. Scripture in speaking about God tralls/ates natural names to 
God (l512a) but we must not be mislead by that. The true nature of the divine is 
uns"yable, ,lnd we must learn to negate language in order to learn from it. Much 
more important, for Eriugena, than the Augustinian concept of language as the ar
ticulation of thought, is the notion of language as a veil screening the nature of the 
di\·ine. 

Eriugena hels eln elccount of the origin of language which connects it with the Fall. 
Lelngll<lge (as a collection of signs elnd symbols) may be understood to be pelrt of 
those \'estments which Adam and [\'e were forced to put on to hide their nakedness. 
L,lilguage is " sensible c10elk which conceals the purely intellectual nelture of the 
di\·ine. Yet ellso it is the set of signs and symbols we must use to attempt to point 
beyond this world towMds the trelnscendent source of all things. From these diverse 
ideels Eriugenil wea\'es el rich telpestry of ideels elbout the nature and role of language. 

We should note thelt Eriugena is quite trelditional in thinking of linguistic sounds 
as stilllding for the letters or syllables that melke up words. A word is made up of let
ters. At PcriplllfSl'Oll IIl.706c-d Eriugena explelins that words come together out of their 
letters, which the Greeks have wisely nelmed stoicheia "because by their coming 
together the articulated word is perfected". The letters are the elements or words. 
Eriugen,' here is articulating el tradition that goes belck to the Greeks. The Greeks 
(including Aristotle) distinguished those sounds which could be expressed by letters 
of the alphelbet from those sounds which could not. Aristotle cellled those sounds that 
could not be represented by letters, ngrallllllnioi and the Leltins called these voces il/i
temtae. The caw of a crow ((10.1: coruil1a) could be indicated with letters (Latin: era) but 
the bellow of an ox could not be so represented. Aquinels repeelts this distinction. 37 

J list 0-; the elements of eliI', fire, earth elnd water can both be contemplated singly and 

17 SL'L' U. Eco, R. LIIII/Jcrfilli, C. Ml7m/(J and A. TI7/Jl7rrolli, On Animal Language, ilS above note 
19, p. lO-l1. 
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,d:,() ill tlH'ir coming together represent the compositions of all things, so letters can 
he understood on their own or brought together to represent everything. Eriugena is 
here recapitulating a basic Stoic theme. At II.606a Eriugena sees all complex physical 
entities as made out of the four elements so all names or words are made out of 
elements which are the letters. 

Speaking about things in terms of the letters that make them up is speaking lite
rally. To speak according to the letter, then, is to speak according to the very elements 
that make up reality itself. This is why Eriugena is at pains to stress that his account 
of nature is not meant allegorically (III.706c) when he explained that the scriptural 
word "light" signifies the visible and intelligible forms of things. Metaphor, parado
xically, is more true to reality than so called proper or literal speech. 

Metaphor and synecdoche 

Eriugena makes the relationship between words and things more complex, dynamic 
and dialectical than Augustine. The relation between words and things is actually 
reciprocal: words may stand for things and things too may stand for words. Words 
actually stand for or express things of the spirit rather than physical objects. Physical 
objects too stand for things of the spirit. It is always the spirit which is being symbol
ised either in words or in flesh or in matter. In a very interesting passage, Eriugena 
takes this reciprocity between words and things to be the meaning of the scriptural 
statement that the Word was made flesh and the flesh is also the word: v£'rinllll d£'i 
vocatllr caro £'t caro vcrblll1l (III.706b) and, Eriugena goes on, "and there are similar 
cases in which there is understood both synecdoche and metaphor". Eriugena says 
that to say the word is flesh and vice-versa is to use both metaphor and synecdoche. 
Why does he say this? What does it mean? 

In synecdoche the part comes to represent the whole ("all hands on deck") and in 
metaphor one word takes the place of another Che was a lion in the fight"). Eriugena 
explains the meaning of synecdoche at IV744c: 

This figure of speech, very common in the Scriptural writings, is called 
synecdocJze or cOllceptio: for the concept of the whole is implied in the 
naming of the part, or that of the part in the naming of the whole. So the 
word soul by itself frequently in Scriptures signifies the whole animal. 

In the Gospel the word flesh signifies the whole man: "And the Word 
was made flesh" means that the Word was made a complete man, con
sisting of flesh, soul and mind.3s 

38 I.-P. Sheldon-Williams, translation, in J. O'Meam, ed., Eriugena. Periphyseon (Di\'ision 
of Nature) (Montreal: Bellarmin, 1987), p. 384. 
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"The \\'ord is flesh" is clearly synecdoche. For "flesh" is really only a part of the 
human body and yet it stands for the whole of the human being, including flesh and 
non-flesh, i.e., spirit. Howe\'('r, Eriugena says that the statement is not just synec
doclw but "lso metaphor, transference. To refer to Word as "flesh" is metaphorical 
bec,lllse we <1I'e thinking of something that should be encapsulated in sound or the 
\'ibriltions of the air, or made up of sounds which express syllables and letters, as 
,lCtudlly embodied in physical living skin, bones and blood. Similarly it is equally 
Illetclphoric"l to say that flesh is word, to think of the physical as transmuted into 
Inconing. 

In s<lying th"t the word was made flesh is both synecdoche and metaph01~ Eriu
gena is offering d \'ery complex analysis of the relation of sign to thing signified, one 
which enriches the transitive relation between word and thing by making it into a 
rcciprocal rcl,ltion. Word stands for the thing, but the thing is also standing for the 
word, "s Augustine had stated in Dc doctrillo cilristiOlw. Each is standing for the other. 
Each c,m be put in place of the other (metaphor) but each also indicates only a part of 
the other, ,1 part in which the whole must be understood (synecdoche). In one quick 
mo\'c, Eriugena both affirms and at the same time undermines traditional Christian 
concl>pts of the Incarnation of the divine. Incarnation means articulation. Flesh is 
flesh but flesh is also spirit. Spirit is spirit but spirit is also flesh. The whole man (body 
,lnd spirit and not just body) is born of flesh, the whole man is born of the spirit and 
not just the soul of man (III.706b). Eriugena's whole philosophy is to overcome 
tr,ldition,11 Platonic dualisms between matter and spirit, or that division between 
things, words ,md their meanings. The two sides of wisdom are Nature and Scrip
ture, but both <1I'e unified in that both are books to be read, that is both natural things 
and the words of Scripture are collections of signs which symbolise mysteries in 
thelllsc!n's unutterable. One must never stop with the word or with the thing but one 
must dl\\'ays move beyond to the hidden, transcendent, unutterable l11!fstcrilll1l 
behind words and things. There is no closure or finality in either the book of nature 
nor in Scripture. 

The book of Scripture is infinitely subtle. The Holy Scripture is founded by an in
finite crcator (il/tlllitllS col/ditor, III.690b) and is constituted by infinite meanings or 
infinite interpretations of the meaning (illfilliti illtellectlls, III.690b). No interpretation 
displ,lCl's (Illlfi'rt) another. All interpretations stand as authentic perspectives on real
ity. For Eriugena we should ne\'er privilege any particular perspective, they are all 
equ'lily nCilr ilnd illl equally distant from God, they are like radii of the circle. There 
arc in gener"l howe\'cr two main ways of interpreting things. We may interpret 
things either Ct1l'l1l7/itcr or ~piritlllllitcr. In this there is both metaphor and synecdoche. 
To rc"d (nn1l7/itcr is to undcrstand the exterior, the sensible, the temporal. This is 
indeed ,1 part of the whole, but it is precisely part of the spiritllol truth. To read the 
flesh as sign of the spirit is also to read spiritllolitcr. True wisdom is to have this dllplex 

II/corin. In ,1 sense this is more accommodating to the sensory than Dionysius, who 
has little room for the sensory, natural order in his account of spiritual understand
ing. 
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The hierarchy of lnngunge 

The Word is central to Eriugena's metaphysics, but his account of the nature of the 
word is complex and hierarchical. Of course, the kernel of the meaning of the word 
is theological, but wedded to this theological concept is a hierarchical ordering of 
meanings of a Neoplatonic origin. At the very heart of infinite reality is the nameless 
God, or more accurately namelessness itself. The unnameable is the origin and source 
and centre of all, but in itself it is unthinkable and transcends all saying. The mani
festation of the hierarchical structures of the visible reality is seen as the nameless 
God uttering a shout or clamor which timelessly produces or generates the Word (wr
bum). At Book II.580c, for example, God is said to have an intelligible or intellectual 
cry (inte/ligibilis clamor). A scriptural echo of this original cry is symbolised by John 
the Baptist who is a voice crying out in the desert (vox clamante ill descrti). John the 
Baptist is the voice of the Word (vox verbi). Here a neat distinction is being drawn be
tween the voice and the word, between that which announces and that which is 
announced in the announcing, between the vox articlliata and the verbllm. Eriugena 
recognises the full richness of these texts in connection with his theme of saying and 
announcing. 

Eriugena's is a speaker theory of language. It might be represented as follows: 

hiddcn intention 
hidden intention 

---7 articlliated word ---7 writtcll word 
---7 ideal form ---7 spatio-tel1lporal appearallce 

Even the goodness of God is thought in terms of the metaphor of speech. Eriugena 
gives the etymology of the Latin word for goodness (bollitas) as coming from the 
Greek, buo, which means "I cry out" (I.580c). At II.606c, he explains that the Greek 
word for goodness, kalas, comes from kala, "I call out". It is the goodness of God that 
leads God to cry out in the act of creation. Here speech is understood both as a volun
tary and a creative act. Indeed, in this passage, Eriugena notes a distinction between 
speaking and shouting, between vocarc and cIamare, but goes on to suggest that when 
speaking is done repeatedly and frequently it turns into a cry or clamor (II.580c). 
There is, therefore, a deep theological and conceptual link between the call of the 
divine goodness and the nature of things. Eriugena emphasises the divine freedom 
very strongly. Speaking is related to the will, as it was for Augustine. 

God pours himself out by an ineffable condescension (illcffabilis coJ1desccllsio 
III.678d). God creates himself "that is allows himself to appear in his theophanies" 
(III.689b). The speaking of the verbum is God manifesting his own hidden nature: 

God by manifesting himself, in a marvellous and ineffable way creates 
Himself in the creature, the invisible making himself visible and the 
incomprehensible comprehensible ... (Ill.678c) 

The Word expresses God, but, uniquely, because of the identity in God, the Word is 
not distinct from that towards which it points. The Word not only names God, but 
also is God. For this reason, Eriugena refers to the Word as illdex; God the Word is the 
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"model <lnd <lrt" (tlr~ ct illdcx, III.6S1c) of the Father and only in this case are the para
digm ,1ccording to which something is modelled and the art of modelling itself con
sidered to be one. 

It is through the divine speaking of the word that all things come to be made. There 
is a porallel between the creative, self-manifesting nature of God and that of human 
beings. Just as God manifests himself so we must manifest ourselves by speaking. 
God in fact makes or creates all other things be by speaking them: 

It is the prerogati\'e of the divine nature to call forth (vornre) from non
existence into existence whatever it wishes to make. (Paiphljseoll II.580c) 

Creation is speech (uocorc). The moment of the self-expression of the Son from the 
Father is identical with the moment of the creation of all things: 

By the Father speaking his word, that is, by the Father creating his own 
wisdom, all things are made. 
Plltrc lot)llclltc ucrbllll/ SIIIIIII, hoc est plltrc gigllClltC SOpiClltilll1l Slllll1l, ol1lnio 

Pllilt (Holllilitl 287b) 

The Word of God, the ucrblllll, is identical with the scrl1lO or speech of God which runs 
through all things (1l1.6.J2d): 

By speech the prophet meant the Word of the Father which runs swiftly 
through all things in order that all things may be. 
ScmlollclIl dixit prophcto (lcriJIIIl/ potris t)llod vclocitcr cllrrit pCI' oll/Ilio !it 

Olllll ill sill t. 

Eriugena constantly oscillates between vcrbllll/ and scrll/o. If a distinction is to be 
m,lde, then ('criJIIIII refers to the Second Person of God and the SC/'IllO to the act of God 
in creating all things. The (lcrlJIIIII of God, however, produces an image of itself which 
is the human mind or intellect. Taking his cue from Augustine, Eriugena refers the 
notion of ,'cr/Jfllll not just to the divine nature but also to the hidden inner word in the 
human soul, the ('cr/Jfllll illtcrills, whereas in general he restricts the term vox to apply 
solely to hum,ln speech. ," 

Eriugenae\'en thinks of the generation of the human body on an analogy with the 
mind's generation of sensible speech. The human mind by an action of its own mani
fests itself in the qualities and other accidents which make up the visible realm: 

For, by the action of the soul, which cements together the incorporeal 
qualities and tokes from quantity as it were a kind of substrate and place 
it under them, it creates for itself a body in which she may openly dis
play her hidden actions which in themselves are invisible, and bring 
them forth into sensible knowledge. II. 580b. 

39 Sl'l' Wl'J'IWr Ikil'l'1l'11itl's, Sprache llnd Sache, as above note 5, p. 524. 
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The body is a kind of sensible speech uttered by the mind, it is the manifest word 
spoken by the mind. 

The purest word is always found in God and is God. Then there are intellectual 
words which are grasped by 1100tS or intellect (mens, intel/cetus, ani11lus) and which no 
corporeal clothing in the nature of sound or air or a vibration coming from the carnal 
mouth. These are unspoken words, which we might now consider to be thoughts or 
an intellectual understanding which has not yet been articulated in speech. Then 
there is the word which is clothed in the flesh of sound. The word is incarnated in 
speech. Eriugena talks about the way the intellect gives birth in itself to the knowl
edge of itself by which it knows itself (I1.603a) Eriugena is here developing a notion 
of the birth of the Son (Word) in the soul which comes from St. Augustine and will 
later be a major feature in the theology of Meister Eckhart.~o The idea is that in the 
human heart a manifestation or giving birth to the divine nature takes place. This is 
a kinds of second birth for the divine nature which has already been born in the flesh 
in the Incarnation. According to Eriugena the Word is always before the human mind 
(al1tc owlos animal' nostme v'865a) even in the blackest and darkest condition of sin
fulness: 

the word never recedes from human consciousness 
(verbum 111111quam cordis 110stri obtutibus reeedat v'865c). 

The word is always present in our memoria (v'865c) recalling Augustine's view that it 
is in memoria that we first encounter God and of course the Platonic doctrine of anam
nesis. There is then within the human being something which operates to illumine 
the mind. This is the Word itself but it serves to illuminate our own unspoken under
standing. The human mind has a hidden logos or reason by which it knows all things 
in itself. It then is forced to express itself and bring these reasons into speech. 

The metaphor of speech is sustained when, turning to created things, Eriugena 
says that they speak their own nothingness. Creatures call out deus 11lcfceit, as Augus
tine says many times. So not only does the speaking of the word send a vibration 
through all things but also things themselves speak out of their own nothingness. 
Things considered in themselves are mere 'shadows' or as Eriugena says several 
times continuing the metaphor of speech, things in themselves are mere echoes of the 
voice, insubstantial in themselves, wholly dependent on a prototype. At v'914a Eriu
gena talks of the voice and its image "which the Greeks call cello": 

For all things which vary according to place and time, and which are 
subject to the corporeal Sl'nses, should not themselves be regarded as 
truly substantial l'xis\ents but <IS transitory images and verifications 
derived therefrom. Wl' may take ilS an illustration of this the voice and 
its imagl' which till' Creeks call ecllO; or bodies and the shadows which 

40 K. G. Kerf::, Meisler i'ckhilJ'l's 'leaching on the Girth of the Divine Word in the Soul, 
Traditio 15 (1959), p. 327··63. 
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thcy throw either in the pure air or in water or in any other medium 
capable of producing them. All such can be shown to be not themselves 
real, but false images of the real. So just as the echoes of voices and the 
shadows of bodies do not subsist of themselves because they are not 
substances; neither can sensible bodies, which are a kind of image of 
substantial things subsist of themselves. Y. 914a. 

With this reasoning, Eriugena ad\'ances the idealist thesis that human bodies and 
SP,l(C and time are not real substances. The bodies that are resurrected will for the 
first time because true bodies - that is true spiritual substances. Earlier in Book 
IY.784a Eriugena had explained how the exterior sense is really a lesser luminary, a 
moon in contrast to the sun of inner sense. The exterior sense most often misleads us
as when an oar in water appears bent, the image in a mirror is reversed, towers which 
clppear to a sailor in a moving boat to be moving and the counterfeit voice which the 
Greeks call 'echo'. Here illusions are understood as tricks of the voice, the metaphor 
of specch is continued. 

COl1clusiOll 

For Eriugel1a the universe is ordered hierarchically from the verbl/m through the vox 
to the CeliO. The whole world is understood linguistically. The flesh is word and the 
word is also flesh. In the final return of all things, the image will return to oneness 
with its archetype, the echo will reunite with the voice that created it in the first place. 
EciJo will be subsumed by uox; uox will be subsumed into verbum, the clamor dei will 
return to the inner word of God, and all things will go back into namelessness. 

I hope, in this preliminary account of Eriugena's thoughts about language and 
speech, to have established how far his ideas move from the kinds of concern about 
signs that he found in Augustine and which we see later in Anselm. Eriugena adopts 
and develops a Neoplatonic approach to language. He operates with a much broader 
domain. While acknowledging the study of signs and sounds, in their sensory cloth
ing they are II/cre sounds and signs. Eriugena is preoccupied with intellectual under
standing, the inner words, symbols and sacraments, transcendent theophanies. Eriu
gena employs a \'er)' wide vocabulary: (lOX, ('clio, sigJ1l/m, vocabllillm, scrmo, verbu111, 
~yllil)oI1l111, ~()Crall1CJltl1l1l, 111ljstcrilllli to provide a kind of hierarchy of insights into the 
all encompassing nature of speech and saying, saying always has a creative, ontolog
ica I force; bu t non-saying, escaping from saying always uncovers the infinite richness 
of the di\'ine darkness and silence. 
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