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ABSTRACT

NATURE AND MIND IN THE PHILOSOPHY OF JOHN SCOTTUS ERIUGENA
A STUDY IN MEDIEVAL IDEALISM

~

Dermot Brendan Moran
Yale University
1986

This thesic is a study of the philosopﬁical system of a
little-studied, but important medieval thinker, John Scottus Eriugena

(c.800- 870 A.D.), concentrating on his Periphyseon (De

Divigsione Naturae).

I argue that Eriugena's system of nature must be approsched
through an investigation of his epistemology and general phi:ucophy
of nind; Instead of beggnning,with his - fourfold classification of
Nature, as most‘ ;omnentatqrs have doﬁe, 1 begin with Eriugena's
concept of the mind and its dialectical operations (Chapter Three),
and continue with an examination of his anthropology (Chapﬁer'Four).
and his conceét of self-knowledge (Chapter Five), before turning to
his relativist éntology of being and non-being (Chapter §1x).
Chapter Seven examines Eriugena's fourfold diviﬁton of Nature in the

light of the earlier chapters.

Againat‘sone recent commentators; 1 argue that Eriugena should
not be 1interpreted .solely from within the framework of the
Latin-Augustinian metaphysical tradition of the early Middle Ages,

that it was his sympathy for Greek Christian Neopiatonism which led
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him to develop an idealist philosophical cutlook (Chapter Two).
Eriugena synthesises the Greek Eastern and the Latin Western

traditions into a profound and original philosophical system. °

I show further that Eriugena "deconstructs" Latin wmetaphysical

realism in favour of his own "me-ontologv" or "meta-ontology,”

inspired by the Greeks. He produces the most detailed account of
non-being between Platoc's Parmenides and the phenomenologies of

nothingness of Heidegger -and Surtre.

The summit of Eriugena's system is infinite Nén-bcing. or
1nf1n1;e self-identical subjectivity. This philosophy bears strong
similarities to post-Kantian critical philosophy, especially the
Idealism of Fichte, Schelling and Hegel. My interpretation thus
agrees with the nineteenth-century Ide;lls; reading of'Eriugéna. At

the same time, it .uggéstl the implications of Eriugena's idealism

for the interpretacion of certain wmodern philosophies.
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" I ndilchuimhne m'athar
P&draig O Méréin
Ar dheis Dé go raibh a anam.

- Ibhidh gach laoi l&indigh dhi,
Tobar na heagna uaisle;
N{ badh searbh id bheol a blas;
Badh sealbh aoibhneasa an t-eolas.
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Preface

The main theme of this thesis was suggested by Professor Karsten
Harries in his Yale Graduate Seminar, "Infinity and Perspective,”
which explored the birth of modernity and subjectivity in the thought
of late Medieval and Renaissance philosopher;. Pfofe--or Harries
showed how Gefuan wystical ufiters and philosophers, such a-A Eckhart
and Cusanus, prefigure_ the wmodern turn towards subjectivity,
exemplified in Cartesian and Kantian philosophy. Tﬁis genersl theme

was originally developed in the writings of Ernst Cassirer. In

partizular, Cassirer, in Individuum und Kosmos in der Philoséphie

der Renaissance (Leipzig and Bcrlin: B. G. Teubhner, 1927), -

translated as The Individual and The Cosmos in Renaissance

Philosophy (Philadelphta: U. of Pennsylveznia Press., 1972), sees

Cusanus as essentially a wodern - thinker. In fact he contra;tu
Cusanus with Eriugena, whom he seces as still caught up in the
medieval hierarchical wvorld-view. | This assertion providgd the
starting point of my thesis. I argue that the early wmedieval
philosopher, John Scottus Erjugena, sust also be included in the list
of those thinkers whose work prefigures modernity by developing a new
understanding of subjectivity and infinity and their interrelation.
In this respect, my interpretation is in fundamental agreement with

the nineteenth century German Idealists, who christened Eriugcni,
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"the Father of Speculative Idealism.”

In the course of my reading of Eriugena I have become convinced
that 5: is & genuinely important philosopher, not just for the
medieval period, but for the understanding of the meaning of western
philosophy i4in general. His work for too long has bean neglected.
This thesis is an attempt to demonstrate the significance and value
of Eriugena's many contributions to pere;nial philosophical problems.
I argue for the strong thesis that Eriugena is significant for the.
understanding "and critique of the onto~theological tradition, and
that his work 1is best  understood in the 1light of post-Kantian
continental philonophy. "especially the philosophies of Fichte,

Schelling, Hegel and Martin Heidegger.

Karsten Hargié. has been a careful reader and rigordus critic of
every stage of wmy argument, for-uhich i deeply thank him. I would
also like to thank Professors Rulon Wells and Robert Brumbaugh of the
Philotqphy Department, Yale University. for their encouragement end
specialist advice in the htnto?y of philnsophy and in classical

thought generally.

From the time I b?gan this study the Soéiety for the Promotion
of Eriugena Studies has been most helpful to we. In particuiars, I
wish to thank Mary Brennan M.Phil. of the Classics Dept, University
Co}lege Dublin, who supplied we with her invaluable research
Bibliography and the draft of her Survey of the Sources for

Eriugena's Biography. She has been an invaluable help and a
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tremendous source of knowledge on Eriugena. "Furthermore she has read
and cozmented on this thesis in draft form, for which I am

exceedingly grateful.

The late Professor Ludwig Bieler also encouraged me, although he
vas already. quite 111 when I first wmet him. I also vi;h to thank
Professor J.J. O'Meara (University College Dublin), who provided me
with a copy of the late Sheidon-ﬂillia-n'l translation of the
Periphyseon {(whick 4s now in press edited by Professor  J.J.
0'Mears). I.~-P. Sheldon-Williams had a deep understanding of
Eriugena and his translation, while stylistically awkward and
ungainly at times, does capture the true ebb and flow of Eriugena's

thought~processes and his dialectic.

In 1979 I took up & lectureship in the bept. of Scholastic
Philosophy in Queen's Univef:ity of Belfast and while there received
invaluable help and enccuragexent from the Grosseteste scholar, -Rev.
rProfeslor: Jemes McEvoy, to whom I owe a debt of gratitude, and whose

friendship maintained my spirits over the seemingly interminable

period of the completion of this thesis.

I must mention also Professor Werner Beierwaltes, whose writings
encouraged wme to read the nineteenth century Idealist commentators on
Eriugena, for whom I have developed considerable intellectual
sympathy. Professor Beierwvaltes has been generous in providing me

with offprints of his pubiications in this area.
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Since 1982 I have lectured in St Patrick's College, Maynooth and
I am wmost grateful to Rev. Professor Matthew O'Donnell for his
encouragement and to John 0'Connell and the staff of the Conpﬁtet
Centre, who helped me to prepare the typescript of this thesis. I
wish to thank ;specially Mr Gerry McCartney M.A. :'and Ms. Paddy
Pender B.A. M.Mangt.Sc., who introduced me to the new age of
wordprocessing and organised the transfer of chapters of this thesis
from Maynooth College, via the EARN computer n?tuorka, to Yale
University. I am extrene1y>gratcfu1 to Gerry HcCattneyvior givihg me
a 3ener6us share of his valuable time, And also to David Bruce of the
Computer Center, Yale lJiniversity, who facilitatazd the céupu:er

transfer of my thenis material.

1 am extru-<ly grateful to the Yale Graduate School, the
Lewis-Farmingta: ‘Trust, the Yalé Concilium for Area‘Studiec and the

" Yale Council of Europeuan Studies. for providing me with _fellovlﬁips
anq financial assistance during my post-graduate research.- I would
especially like -éo‘ thank Maynooth Scholastic Trust for their
contribution towards the cost of preparing the typescript of this
thesis, an® its secretary, Rev. Professor Matthew O'Donnell,

Vice-President, Maynooth College, who has assisted me in every way.

I wish to thank Pat Slatter of Yale Philosophy Department,
Robert McKim, Maire N{ Annrachfin, Tory Fahey, and Kevin Barry, who
have a1l helped me in various ways. I would also like to express mny
gratitude to Ann Gleeson, who helped me prepare this thesis on the

- computer and produced the bibliography, and also to Mary Murphy for
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photocopying it.

Last but not least I would like to thank my mother, my brothers,
Aidan and Ciaran, and wmy sister, Patricia, who have put up with

Eriugena and myself over the past several years.

This thesis was prepared on a Digital Vax 780 Computer, using
Digital Standard Run-0ff,” and was printed on a Toshiba Printer using

Prestige Elite font.

In deference to the specialist and to the wmicrofilm reader,
footnotes appear at the bottom of each page. I have tried to give
full bibliographical information in each footnote, except where
limitations of space have forced me to abbreviate. Full references,
however, Qtll be found in the bibliography. In form I follow the

general guidelines 1aid dcwa in K. L. °~ Turabian, A Manual for

Uriters ¢fi Term Paperé1, Theses and Dissertations Ath. edition

(Chicago: _U. of Chicago Press, 1973). For nineteenth century works
and in gene;al for works published prior to 1950, I have normally
o-itt;d the publtlher,‘a: these books are slmost always out of print,
and in some cases the publishing firms no longer exist. Except where
indicated, all translations of Eriugena’s works are by 1I1I.-P.

Sheldon-Williams.
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ABBREVIATIONS

The following standard abbreviations occur in the text:

PL

PG

sSC

CSEL

cc

SVF

Peri.

De Div. Nat.
Comm.

Hom.

De. Praed.
De Div. Nom.
Expos.
Annot.

Dw

Patrologia Latina

Patrologia Graeca

Sources Chrétiennes .

Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum
Corpus Christianorum

Stoicorum Veterum Fragmenta

Periphyseon

D2 Divisione Naturae

Commentarius Johannis Scotti

Homelia Johannis Scotti

De Divina Praedestinatione

De Divinis Nominibus Dionysii

Expositiones in Hierarchiam Coelestem
Annotationes in Marcianum

Eckhart. Die Deutschen Werke ed. J. Quint.
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Chapter One

1. Eriugena as Idealist

The aim of this thesis is to present a new interpretation of the
philosophy of John Scottus Eriugena, the ninth century Irish
philosopher tc.800 - 2.870) by focussing chiefly on his- concepts of
subjectivity, the mind and its powers of self-#nowlgdge, as the kgys
which will unlock tbe philosophical meening of his four-fold system
of nature.. It will Se argued that Eriugena's system, while seenming
to provide an objective hierarchical metaphysics of order, actually
presents & subjectivist and idealist philosophy, in the sense
that all spatio-temporal realit& 1; understood as mind;Aependené and
as hsaving no independent existence, and also in the Hegelian sense
whereby all finite reality is understood to require infinite resality
for 1t; completion.l For Eriugena the hierarchical order of
nature is in fact a8 product of mind and is absorbed and transcended

by the -1ndrof the spiritually liberated person.

This idealist system is, as will be seen in the course of this

1. For Hegel's discussion of idealism see his Science of Logic,
trans. by A.V. Miller (London: Allen and Unwin, 1969), pp. 154=5.
W. Windelband, in his Historv of Philosophy, Vol.II  (1901;
‘reprinted New York: Harper and Row, 1958), p. 569, defines idealism
as "the dissolution or resoluticn (Aufloesung) of the world of
experience in the process of consciousness.” ' :
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thesis, the mcst radical in ancient or medieval philoscphy and can be
favourably compsred with the idealist thought‘ of Berkeley or more
accurately ui:ﬁ the systems of the German Absolute Idealists of the
nineteenth century. Eriugena cannot be understood simply by applying
a2 preformed concept of idealism to his complex thought. Ratﬁer, his
writings must be understood from the historicai and intellectual
context from which they emerge, and his overall philososphical outlook
must be carefully described in ite detsail and complexity, such that
hermeﬁeutical -decilions concerning the meaning and significance of
his system are based on adequate evidence. We shall see that
Eriugena's idealism s not simply a version of German Ideali}m. as
mang of the Germsn nineteenth century commentators assumed, but is a
more difficult and problematic formulation of idealism which

struggles with the ultimate reduction of everything to infinite

subjectivity without wishing to let go of difference.

First we must begin with a brief examination of how Eriugena has

been interpreted throughout the history of philosophy.

2. Eriugena's Fate in the History of Philosophy

After centuries of neglect Eriugensa's writings have once again
begun to attract philosophical interest,and critical comment .
Although evidence suggests that his works were widely disseminated
and studied in his own time, and indeed had a considerable influence
on the philosophical Renaissance of the.tuelfth centdry, his writings

were almost entirely ignored by the Scholastics after the
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condemnations of 1210 and 1225 (where Eriugena‘'s Periphvseon came
to be linked with the newly translated physical writings of Aristotle
and condénned along with them) and seemed to have attracted littie or
no interest until the seventeenth century, except among a few
scholars such as Eckhart, Cusanus (who advised his teaderl to study
the Periphyseon) ané Bruno. In the 'teﬁenteenth century, the
religious conflicts arising from the Protestant Reformation and
Catholic reaction once again focussed attention on many of the topics
discussed by Eriugena - most notably ;he issues of reason and
authority, nature and | grace, and ) abové all,
Ptedeyt!nation.z During the seventeenth century his works

began to appear in book form for the first time,, beginning with the

De Prsedestinatione (published in Paris in 1650), and then the De

Divisione Naturse which was printed by Thowas Gale in Oxford in

1681.3

Nevertheless he still was almost totally ignored until the first
higstories of philosophy - and especially of Scholastic philosophy -

began to appear in the nineteenth century in Frence and Germany. A

2. See the introduction to G. Madec, ed., lohannis Scotti De
Divina Praedestinatione. Corpus ~ Christianorum. Continuatio
Medievalis L (Turnholt, 1978), P- xiv. On Eriugena and
Predestination, see Appendix below. »

3. Thomas Gale was an English hellenist who believed Scottus to be
English. See E. Jeauneau, "La traduction é?igéﬁienne des Ambigua
de Maxime le Confesseur: Thomas Gale (1636-1702) et 1le Codex

remensis,” 1in R. Roques, ed., Jean Scot Eriéﬁnc et l'histoire de
la philosophie (Paris: Editions du CNRS, 1977), pp. 136-140.
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Danish scholar, P. Hjort, first brought Eriugena's philosophy té tﬁe
attention of Hegel with his 1823 ltudy‘ and as we shall sec

Hégel and his followers reacted to him with considerahle.enthUliacn.
In 1831, A. Kreuzhage claimed him as the source of modern ideas and

a Catholic writer, C.B. Schlueter, published ;n edition of the De

Divisione Naturae in Germany in 1838,s which

contributed significantly to the dissemination of Eriugena's ideas.
By 1844, however, a reaction had set in and N. Moeller publigshed a
work listing the errors and here;iel of John Sco:tus.6 In |
France, meanwvhile, the fir;t ceriousrconlideerion of Eriugena uas‘by

Taillandier in 1843, who championed Eriugena as a corrective to the

stale and outmoded philosophy of Scholalticism.7

3. Eriugena Understood as & Pantheist.

Most of the main nineteenth and twentieth century commentators -
Hauréau, Windelband, Copleston and others - agree with what has by

now become the standard interpretation of Eriugena as a Christian

4. P. Hjort, Johan Scotus Erigena oder von dem Ursprung einer
christlichen Philosophie und ihrem heiligen Beruf (Copenhsgen,
1823). Hegel refers to Hjort in his Historv of Philosophy Vol.
3, trans. by E.S. Haldane, (London, 1896), p. 59.

5. C.B. Schlueter, ed., Johannis Scoti Erigenac De Divisione
Naturae Libri Quinque (Muenster, 1838). Schlueter saw Eriugens as

a rationalist, see PL CXXII. p.101 ff. For A. Kreuzhage see his
Mitteilungen ueber den Einfluss der Philosophie auf die Entwicklung
des inneren Lebens (Muenster, 1831), p. 216.

6. See N. Moeller, Johannes Scotus Erigena und seine Irrtuemer
(Mainz, 1844). '
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Neoplatonist with mystical and pantheistical tendencies. Hauréau

called him "another Proclus, scarcely Chriltian”s

indicating his disapproval of Eriugena's apparent enanationiln.Avhile

Windelband in his Geschichte der Philosophie in 1892 saw the wmain

point of Eriugena's philosophy as ;he "fdentification of ;he
different grades of abstraction with the ltﬁgec of wmetaphysical
reality,” which Ueberueg-ceyer characterigsed as the hypostasization

of the tabula logica.g In other. words they regard

Eriugena as collapsing the ontological, and logical orders together

in an indefensible manner.

Putting these various elements together, the general thrust of
this standard interpretation is to argue that Eriugena maintains a
hierarchical metaphysical system under the guise of "divisions" of

nature, but that he goes further -than many in arguing for the final

7. See the important remark of Saint-Rene Teaillandier in his
doctoral dissertation, Scot Erigene et 1a ‘philosophie

scholastique (Strasbourg, 1843), pp. 264-5: "Ce fut d'abord 1le

catholiciame wmystique du midi de 1'Allemagne qui tira de l'oubli sa
[Eriugena’s] wmémoira. Fréderic Schlegel regrettait pour 1la
scolastique qu'elle ne se flit pas attachee 3 suivre de plus prés les
engeignements de Jean Scot. Sur les traces de ce penseur libre et
fécond, elle eut pu, disait-11, &viter la sécheresse et les
subt111tds ou elle est allée se perdre. M. Franz Baader pensait de
méme et maintes fois il appela 1l'attention de la philosophie sur l:as
spéculations de Scot Erigeéne." Baader was an enthusiastic disciple of
Eriugena, comparing him to Schelling and Idealism, see below note 17.

8. See M. Cappuyns, Jean Scot Eriglne. op. cit., p. 264.

9. See F. Ueberweg, A History of Philosophy I (New York and
London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1872), pp. 358--360.
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conflation of thcse divisions {(which include God and nature;
uncreated and created being) into one panthei-tic concept of mnature
as both God and creation. Many writers hav; interpreted him as a
pantheist (not all of whom consider pantheism to be a defect, indeed
some ~ like Jaesche - considered it to be & subtle and profound
philosophical and théological insight), }ncluding N. Moeller (1844),
G.B. Jaesche (1828), A. Jundt (1875), C.E. Plumtre (1882), A.
Harnack (1899), J.E. Sandys (19035. M. De Wulf (1903) and even more
recently B. Bosnjak (1966), A. McIntyre (1967) and J. Gracia
(1978).10 They are led to thisi interpretatioﬁ from
Eriugena's many statements asserting that God and the Vcteature must
be considered as one e.g. Periphyseon 111.678c:

It follows that we'ought not to  understand God and the

creature as two things distinct from one another, but as

one and the same. For both the creature, by subsisting, is

in God; and God, byilnanifesting Himself ... creates
Himgelf in the Creature.

Eriugena frequently talks as if God is a genus and the creatures are

10. Moeller, op cit.; G.B. Jaesche, Der Pantheiswmus (1828); A.
Jundt, Histoire de pantheisme (1875); C.E. Plumtre, History of
Pantheism (1882), A. Harnack, History of Dogma, Vol VI. trans.

by W. McGilchrist, (London, 1899), p. 179; J.E. Sandys, A
History of Classicsl Scholarship, Vol.l (Cambridge, 1903), p.

148; M. De Wulf, History of Medieval Philosophy (London,
reprinted 1952), p. 215; B. Bosnjak, "Dialektik der Theophanie
ueber den Begriff der Natur bei J.S. Eriugens,” in La Filosofia
dellas Natura nel Medioevo (Hilan, 1966), pp. 264-271. A.
McIntyre 1lists Eriugena as a pantheist in the encyclopedia entry on
"Pantheism,” in P. Edwards, ed., The Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
Vol. 6 (New York, 1967), p. 32. J. Gracia calls Eriugena a
"metaphysical monist™ in his "Ontological Characterisation of  the
Relation between Man and Created Nature in Eriugens,” Journal of the
History of Philosophy Vol. XVI.2 (1978), pp. 155-166.
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species (677c) and he returns to the Dionysian refrain that God will
be all in all, (V.910c, 987c), and that all things will be God, as

Eckhart will later assert.

Others (such as Copleston) worry about the theological orthodoxy
of his problematic 1nteftuin1ng of Christianity with
Neoplatonicm,lz which never seems to have bothered Eriugena
in the>wa§ in which it disturbed Augustine in his later writings.and
in his Retractions, for example. We shall be arguing that Eriugena
is not & pantheist, and that his strong monistic statements
concerning the identity of Divinity and creation are always
counterbalanced by statements which assert the absolute diffgrence
betweeﬁ God and creation. We shall show that Eriugena expanded
Dionysisn and Cappadocian negative theology into a general negative
dialectic, which continues to assert difference even at the heart
of idenﬁity, transcendence and immanence being thought together 16

the one intellectual concept.

Given this rather brief survey of traditional attitudes to

- Eriugena, it is clear that there is, in general, very little in the

11. I.-P. Sheldon-Williams, trans., Periphyseon,Book III (Dublin,
1980), pp. 160-3.

12. See F. Copleston, A History of Medieval Philosophy (London,
reprinted 1972), pp. 60-63. Orthodox Christians mainly concentrate
on Eriugena's handling of God's freedom or necessity in creation, His
transcendence and unchangeability, and the historical and material
reality of the Incarnation, and worry about Eriugena's defence of the
co~-eternity of the created world with God and his general theology of
procession and development vithin the Godhead.
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classical or standard studiez of medieval philosophy to suggest ‘th;i
Eriugena's philocophy iz worth the considerable effort which is
required in order to read and study him. He is therefore little more
than a name tOo mWOSt contemporary philosophers. There are few
comprehensive interﬁre:ations of his work éron the philosophical
point of view and in the course of this study it will be argued that
in general these interpretations are less than satisfactory, as "they
have dgnored Eriugéna': complex metaphysical and epistemological
framework, and sought to reduce his intellectual vision tor a8 series

of relatively dogmatic bropo:itions far removed from their qualifying

context. 13

4. Essentialist and Existentislist Metaphvsics.

One major philosophical interpretation of Eriugena needs -to be

‘ inclﬁacd heré. since it has become one of the ﬁostAéomnoniy,uned and
indeed pouerfulinethods of investigating medieval metaphysics. This
involves the application of the concept of the real distinction
between esscnce and exiatence to various -edievai writers to discover
‘to -what extent they conform to the pattern of Platonic,i.e.

essentialist, or Aristotelean-Thomistic, 1i.e. existentialist,

systems of wetaphysics. E. Gilson, for example, has applied this

test to Eriugena. Thus in Being and Some

13. For a full list of works on Eriugena see the comprchensive
bibliography of Mary Brennan, "A Bibliography of Publications in the
Field of Eriugenian Studies 1800-1975," Studi Medievali 3a Serie
XVIII.I (1977), pD. 401-447 - (with Supplements available from the
Society for the Promotion of Eriugena Studies).
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Philo.oghercla Gilson (who incidentally does not see
Eriugena as &8 pantheist) includes him as one pf the °
"existentially-neutrai" essentialist wricers, who ignore the
principle of the primacy of existence in ontology. More recenFly G.
Allard has- argued with fairiy detailed textual reference that
Eriugena is not to_be included among essentialist metaphysicians but
is in fact a philosopher who asserts - the primacy of
exie:ence.ls In the course of this thesis ;t will be argued

that his philosophy dogs not easily accept classificatibu within the
essence/existenc? framework an& that Gilson's interpretation ha; not
helped us understand the motivation and force of Eriugena's original
and unique philosophical 'systen. If anything. Gilson's
interpretation forces Eriugena into a context in which he can only be
misunderstood or in which he uiil appear to be operating with fai*ly
crude ;oncepts,which had to await the neo-Aristotei?an revival of the'»
thirteenth century in order to be refined to produce a coherent
metaphysics. Instead we shall argue “that Eriugena attempted to
produce his own schematism of the concept; of being and non—being
where the analogical meaning of these terms 1is thought in a
non-Aristotelean way such that Eriugena.relativisea the concept of

being . and does not make it the ultimate foundstion of his system.

14. E.Gilson, Being and Some Philosophers (Toronto: Institute of
Medieval Studies, 1952), p. 36. '

15. See G. Allard, "The Primacy of Existence in the Thought of

Eriugena,” in D. O'Meara, ed., Neoplatonism and Christian Thought
(Albany, NY: SUNY Pr., 1982), pp. 89-96. -
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Furthermore, he was not seriously concerned to distinguish being
(esse) from existence (existentia) but rather wanted to emphasise

that the highest essence (essentia, ousis) is in fact an infinite

unlimited "non-essence"” which can be thought only in terms of its
"that-ness", its Istigkeit to use a . term from Eckhart, which

is not simply identical with the metaphysical idea of existence.

5. Eriugena and German Idealism

Some nineteenth century commentators -\uainly in Germany but see
also Aliée Gardner's -study of 1900 written in Cambridée. England -
saw Eriugena in a radically different light. They were wmuch wmore
impressed with Erlugeﬁa's rationalism and radical subjectivism such
that they saw him as a forerunner to the idealist philosophies of
Fichte, Schelling and Hegel.16 Franz von Baader, for
‘exanple, says of Eriugena that he ‘"atandi. way beyond our - newer

critical philosophy.'l7 They saw Eriugena as developing a

speculative rationalist eystem which identified substance with

16. See especially the study of J. Huber, Johannes Scottus
Eriugena. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der Philosophie und Theologie
im Mittelalter (Munich, 1861) and also, W. Beiervaltes, "The
Revalustion of John Scottus Eriugena in German lIdealism," in J.J.
' O'Meara and L. Bieler, eds., The Mind of Eriugena (Dublin: Irish
University Press, 1973), pp. 190-198. For A. Gardner see her
Studies in John the Scot. A Philosopher of the Dark Ages (New

York, 1900), esp. pp. 115~132, which still makes for interesting
reading. ’

17. See T. C'Mczro, Romantic Ydealism and Romantic Catholicium.

Schelling and the Theologians (Notre Dame: U. of Notre Daume Pr.,
1982), p. B82. .
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subjact, wmerging all things in the Absolute Spirit. Accordtﬂg to
these writers Eriugena made being secondary to thought and gathered
! all things into the essence of infinite Subjec:t:i\vi.t'.y.‘8
Christlieb in 1860 was comparing Zriugena's theory of knowledge with
that of Kant, his th;ory of intellectual intuition with Schélling,
and his use of negation with that of Hegel. Hegel himself said,
thinking of Eriugena's identification of philosophy and religion,
"that with Eriugena "true philosophy first begins, and his phiiosophy
in the naig coincides viﬁh the 1de511;n of the
Neoplatonists."lg Hegel believed that Eriugena was teaching
the idealist doctrine that the real is the rational and the rational
is the real, and was defending the freédon of intellect ove; the

narrover realism of understanding.

Despite the general = philosophicail brilliance of . the
interpretations of Christlieb, BaadeQ. Hﬁber and othérl. they were
generally lacking in critical force, which greater philélogical and
historical accuracy would ‘have given themn. As W. Beierwaltes has

justly remarked:

18. See Huber, op. cit., pp.179-80. See also T. Christlieb.

Leben und Lehre des Johannes Scotus Erigena (Gotha, 1860), and
F.A. Staudenmaier, Johanes Scotus Erfupena und die Wissenschaft

seiner Zeit (1834; reprinted Frankfurt, 1966).

19. See G.W.F. Hegel, History of Philosophy, trans. by E.S.
Haildane (London, 1896), p. $9. See also W. Beierwaltes,
Platonismus und Idealismus (Frankfurt, 1972), esp. pp. 188-201.
More recently, L. Kolakowski, in his Main Currents of Marxism Vol.

1 (oxford: Oxford U.P., 1978), pp. 17-30, sees Eriugena as a
forerunner to the Hegelian dialectic.
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It is, however, impossible from anf hermeneutic standpoint
simply to add Eriugena's ideas to all kinds of idealism
without 20cr1tical inspection and medisting
reasoning. -

It will be our task to attempt to provide the mediating reasoning

between the close exegetical scrutiny of Eriugena's texts and the

more farreaching philosophical interpretation of their significance.

6. Eriugena in the Context of Earlv Medieval Latin Philosophy

As u; havev said, the ‘nineteenth century commentators v;re
struggliné with the fairly unreliable texts available to them. It
ﬁas not until the twentieth century that Eriugena's works began to be

more =cientifically studied and edited, but as we shall sce this has

not led to a major new philosophical appreciation of Eriugena.

21 scholars

Since Cappuyns's monumental study of 1933,
have begun to study Eriugena more critically from the point of view
of texts, sources,and traditions -~ and most particularly with respect

to the traditions of the Carolingian age itself. John

Harenbon22 and G. Schri-pf23 have both argued in

20. See Beierwaltes's article in The Mind of Eriugena, op.. cit.,
p. 190.

2l. M. Cappuyns, Jesn Scot Erig)ne: sa vie, son oeuvre, sa
RennJE (Louvain, 1933).

22, J. Marenbon, From the Circle of Alcuin to the School of '
Auxerre (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1981) and also his Early
Medieval Philosophy (London: RKP, 1984).
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important recent studies that Efiugena is to be understood prl-;rily
in terms of the Carolingian renovatio and that hie philosophy 1is

less original and 1less spectacularly unusual as a result; These
writers have reacted against interpreting Eriugena as a rationalist
or 1deali;t in anything like the modern philonopﬁical sense. In fact
Marenbon makes & sharp distinction between what 18 genuinely of
philosophical interest in Eriugena and what he considers to be
theological apologetics. Marenbon believes thatr what is genuinely
philosophical for Etiugena is the set of themes which he ;urlued in
coﬁmon with earlier and later Latiﬁ philosophy =~ the problem of
UNIVERSALS and the nature of logical classification. Ip particular
Marenbon emphasises Eriugena's treatment of the C;tegoriés ;s the

high point of his metaphysics and his originality, and as hin lasting
‘contribution to the developument of 'philo¢ophy., not his wmystical
negative theolégy or his. fourfold system of nature (whose b;illtance-

he acknowledges while arguing that this system has no philosophical

relevance ‘or vorse produces considerable conceptual
confulion).za The tendency of critics like Marenbon and

Schrimpf (who places considerable emphasis on the Latin tradition of
dialectic and the Liberal Arts inherited from Alcuin) is to see
Eriugena under the eyes of the Augustinian system ana vigion which he
undoub£ed1y inherited, and they seek to reclaim Eriugena mainly as an

early medieval Latin philosopher, interested mainly in logical or

23. G. Schrimpf, Das Werk des Johannes Scottus Eriugena im

Rahmen der Wissenschaftverstaendnisses seiner Zeit (Muenster,
1982). :
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dialectical problems in relation to the categories or the ltatu; of
universall.zs As this interpretation is powerful and

textually based, we shall have to give it ctiention in our study. We
shall argue that, although indeed Eriugena begins within the
1nt?11ectua1 framework of Carolingian 'and latin philosophical
traditions, he totally transformed and transcended the limits of that
system such that he was no longer even comprehensible to the age in
which he 1lived. Eriugena transforms the arts and dialectic iﬁ both

an idealist and in a negative dialectical manner az %= shall see.

7. Eriupens and the Greek Tradition of Negative Theology.

Not all scholarly critics have r?ltrictéd 'thenselves to
interpreting Eriugena froy the standpoint of the Létin metaphysical
or dialectical tradition. Others - beginning with A. Brillantoff
(uriting'in Russian in 1898) and followed by I.-P. Sbeldon-ﬂiiliant;

S. Gersh, R. PBEogues and E. Jeauneau - see .Etiugena in terms of

24. Marenbon acknowledges his debt to B. Hauréau, who 1n his
Histoire de 1a philosophie scolastique, 2nd ed., Vol.l (Paris,
1872), recognised the problem of universals as the main philosophical
problem of the. middle ages. Marenbon situates this problem of
Universals within the problematic of the Categories (op. cit. p.
5). On Eriugena's alleged conceptusl confusion see J. Marenbon,
"John Scottus and the Categorise Decem,” in W. Beierwaltes, ed.,
Eriugena. Studien zu seinen Quellen (Heidelberg, 1980), esp. pp.

133ff.

25. For a criticism of the narrowness of this definition of
philosophy see J.J. McEvoy's review of J. Marenbon, Early Medieval
Philosophy, in Bulletin de Théologie ancienne et médiévale
(Jan-Dec 1984), pp. 556~559. Also see my treatment of Eriugena's
conception of philosophy in Chapter Three below. :
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Greek Neoplatonism and Byzantine Chrittianity.26 They argue

that Eriugena's originality lies in his skillful -adaptation of Greek
philosophical and religious concepts to the Augustinian Latin
tradition of Christian philosophy, and that in general Eriugena was
trying to expand the horizons of the Latin language and Latin thought
to accommodate the more subtle, complex and rich thought of the
Alexandrine and Byzantine tradition. While it is clear that Eriugena
is most stronglg influenced by the Greeks, we shall argue that,
philosophically speaking, Eriugena transcends even the boundaries of
this complex thought-vorld of 1late Neoplatonism and offers a
radically new philosophy which can stapd comparison wth modern
post—criticél philosophical thought. Althdugh‘he is & Neoplatonist,
his whole philosophical éElan is to discover the fundamental
infinity at the ground of the fini;e. and to think this in terms of
both difference and identity. He u;l} arrive- li infinite
subjectivity, but think of 1:‘ in terms of an intersubjective
"dialectic which 1is not really to be found in classical Neoplatonism

thought of as a hierarchical system of being.

26. M. Brennan gives the English translation of Brilliantoff's
title as "The Influence of Eastern Theology on Western in the Works
of Johannes Scottus Eriugena,” (St. Petersburg, 1898); see also L.
Vietorisz, "Greek Sources in the Periphyseon of John Scottus,
called Eriugena,” Dissertation presented to the Pontifical Institute
of Medieval Studies (Toronto,1966). For I.-P. Sheldon-Williams, see
A.H. Armstrong, ed., " The Cambridge History of Late Greek and
Early Medieval Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1967;
reprinted with corr., 1970), pp. 4&25-537. For R. Roques, see his
Libres sentiers vers 1'érigénisme (Rome, 1975) and fur S. Gersh,

see his From Ismblichus to Eriugena (Leiden: Brill, 1978).
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In the course of this thesis these various interpretations of
Eriugena will be reviewed 1in an effort to determine the extent to
which the labels Platonist, pantheigt, rationalist, idealist, and
essentialigt fit the complex thought of John Scottus Eriugena. It
will be argued that Eriugena's contribution to western medieval
philosophy is much more significant than has previocusly been thought,
and that his work has considerable philosophical relevance for the

understanding of modern philosophy and the ontological tradition.

8. Eriugena and thz Metaphysics of Hierarchy.

Both Greek and Latin Neoplatonism are usually thought to have
been combined in nedievai thought into a coherent gystem which
explains being in terms of an objéctive hierarchical chain of
realities extending from highest to lowest, from God to formless
m;tter, a chain uhicﬁ replicates the logical‘ and epistemological
layers of knowledge and fhe iind.27 The wmedievals thought
of these hierarchies as running through all the orders -~ 1logical,

epistemological, social, metaphysical, cosmological and theological

27. On medieval hierarchy the classic study is A.0. Lovejoy, The
Great Chain of Being (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard U.P., 1976); On
Neoplatonic hierarchy in particular see R, Roques, L'Univers
dionysien. Structure hié}archiggg du monde selon le Pgseudo-Denvys
(Paris, 1954); Je. Pépin, "Univers dionysien et univers
augustinien,"” Recherches de Philosophie 2 (Aspects de 1la
dialectique), 1956, pp. 179-224; and R.F. Hathaway, Hierarchy and
the  Definition of Order in the Letters of Pseudo-Dionysius (The
Hague: Nijhoff, 1969). For the later development of hierarchical
ideas, see A. Koyré, From the Closed WWorld to the Infinite
Universe (Baltimore, 1957) and E.A. Burtt, The Metaphysical
Foundations of Modern Science (New York: Doubleday, 1954), pp.
17-24. i
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of created being. Superficially Eriugena's system resembles ﬁhii
kind of Neoplatonic hierarchical -system, with its four divisions of
nature extending froa God, thrcugh the Causes and Effects, down to
formlegs matter. His philosophy in fact contains many hierarchies -
there is an epistemological hierarchy extending from the highest
wystical unity between mind and God, through intellect, reason and
-mremory to the external senses and the life force, there is also a
lcgical hierarchy extending from the highest ocusia through all the

widest genera down to- the lo;est species and individuals. But
Eriugeﬁa't philosophy of nature cannot in fact be understood simply

in hierarchical terms. liis thought is not adequately summarised in

the standard 1nterpretaticﬁ of the four levels of nature as four

hierarchies or hypostasea.z

In this thesis we shall argue that this seemingly objective

hierarchical scheme of nature is counterbalanced by an

28. On the idea of hypostasis as understood by Plotinus see J.
Anton, "Sowe Logical Aspects of the Concept of Hypostasis in
Plotinus,"” Review of Metaphysics XXXI.2 ¥No.122 (Dec. 1977), pp-
258-271. See also J.M. Rist, Plotinus: The Road to Reslity
(Canbridge: Cambridge U.P., 1967); D. O'Meara, Structures
hié?archiguet dans la philosophie de Plotin (Leiden: "Brill,
1975), and A.H. Armstrong, The Architecture of the Intellipible
Universe in the Philosophy of Plotinus (Cambridge, 1940;
reprinted Amsterdam, 1967). Rist claims _there are only three
hypostases in Plotinus, whereas Armstrong claims there are five (The
One, Nous, Psyche, Logos and Physis). Later Neoplatonists

such as Proclus and Dionysius prefer to talk about orders and
hierarchies and operate with a large number of different 1levels of
‘reality. Eriugena does not see his four divisions as four hypostases
in these terms. Although he does talk about the highest genus

ousia as being divided  into hypostases, he actually understands
them as theoriae. :
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anti-hierarchical subjectivist tendency, which may indeed be

termed "idealist” in nature, in the sense :hat.thele‘hierarchiel are
understood as nind-dependeﬁt. . The objective hierarchies of Eriugena
can only be understcod when their anti-hierarchi:sl subjectivist
epistemology is taken into account. The hierarchies of reality,
knowledge and value are isomorphic and all finally merge into one, as
the Neoplatonists had argued, but they can also all be negatgd and
transcended by the spiritually liberated mind. It is the nature of

this mind uhich'nakes Eriugena's philosophy so interesting.

For Dionysius and even at times for Augustine, as J. Pépin has
.hown,zg the hierarchies stand as objective intermediaries
betvgenvthe human self and God; and God's grace is seen to be

" channelled doun through these hierarchical rungs of the ladder of
being. Eriugeﬁa however wants to safeguqrd the human ability to have
direct access to the diviﬁe. and to in fact £eéoue divine. He argues
that there is no intermediary between the human being and God, even
though humans are placeq half way down ‘:he ladder of being
nevertheless they also transcend and contain the entire 1ladder of
being in themselves, and as a kind of trancc;ndent pon-being are able
to wmerge with God. God reveals himself directly to wman in

theophanies; and mankind is able to have direct vision of God. The

29. Je Pépin, "Univers dionysien et univers augustinien,”
Recherches de Philosophie 2 (1956), pp. 179-224. On the
contrast between Augustinian and Dionysian Neoplatonism see also J.
Koch, "Augustinischer und dionysischer Neuplatonismus und das
Mittelalter," Xant-Studien 48 (1956-7), pp. 117-33. Sce =also
Chapter Two below. :
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orders of created  being ceuse to be barriers to the
intercommunication between human and divine subjectivity, and in fact

the human subject is seen to be infinite in its own absolute nature.

The hierarchical order can then be overcome, and indeed his
unde?ctanding of the return of human nature to God actually
involves this overcoming of hierarchy, and in particular the
:ransceﬁde;ce of all ides of place, whereas traditionally, medieval
Neoplatonism norﬁnlly refused to allow any creature to move from its
allotted place in the hierarchy of being. Eriugena is doing
som:thing very radical by separating the ' concept of human
subjectivity from the concepf of location in a fixed place. He is,
as we shall argue, attempting to think through the meaning of
consciousness in terms which have been purified of spatial bias-and

thus to grasp the true inner meaning of human being.

Eriué?na's systen of nature not only liberates the human wmind
from incarceration in a fixed place (and time), but also develops the
povwerful thought that nature itself undergoes a reconstruction and a
reformation which 1is carried out by ihe human =mind. This
recon-t}uction of nature i carried out by the human use of a
transcending negative dialectic: human ﬁature can negate all
finitude and restore all liuitéd beings to their true timeless and
infinite natures, until all natures find th? infinite nature of God,
which Eriugena characterises as Nothingness. In other words,
Eriugena allows the ntnﬂ to reallocate beings in the order of nature

" and therefore to subordinate ontological to intellectusl or mental
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structures.

He develgps 8 philosophy where the the human mind has powers to
interfere with the ontological process itself and both pro&uce new
levels of being and also play a role in reconciling all being with
the One. The mind is therefore higher than being itself and it is
productive of being to such an extent that Eriugena's philosophy can
be genuiaely called an idealist system, as the nineteenth century
German commentators correctly interpreted;ao Eriugena's
philosophy in consequence offers a radical new "ontology" of the’
human subject. He bresks with the standard =medieval assessment of
‘the 1limited role of hu;an reason and the lowly place of human nature
in the hierarchical order of creation,sl and instead
invests the human subject with an extra-crdinary set of properties.
.As we shall see, hu;an nature has an infinite, omnipotent, omnigcient
and, eternai nature equal ;vén to God Himself, 1f not actusally
identical with Him. This glorified picture of the human subject
certainly prgfigures the Ren;tstance and Cartesian return to the
human subject as the centre of all being and meaning. It 1is often

said that Descartes based his anthropology at least in one part on

30. On the appropriateness of the application of the term "idealism"
to any philosopher in antiquity, see below Chapter Two.

31. The classic study of medieval hierarchy is A.0. Llovejoy, The
Great Chain of Being (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard U.P., reprinted
1976) but in relation to Eriugena see the authoritative work of R.°
Roques, L'Univers dionysien. Structure hiérarchique du monde selon
.le Pseudo-Denys (Paris, 1954). Eriugena always objects to human
nature being understood primarily in a mortal and corruptible sense.
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scholastic angelology in making of the human wmind & -ep;raﬁe
immaterial being whose nature is its ability to think, but Eriugena
in f@ct is somewhat wore radical in that he goes further 1ﬁ basing
his anthropology on his conception of God Himself, and in fact -akés
human beings higher than angels in several 1nportaﬁt respects, as we

shall see.

De#elsping Augustinian and Greek Christian anthropology - as
exﬁrcsled by the Cappadocian Fathers (especially Gregory of Nyssa) -
and by Maximus Confessor - Eriugena gives the human being a crucial.
role in the mirroring and extension of the divine creative process.
For Eriugena it is no exaggeration to say that human bezing contains
all- beings (a dignity which, for example is not accorded to angelic
natures) and that the divine creative process is oné with the process
of dialectiéal reason of tpe human mind with its progressions and

N revek:iona. The hunan-sﬁbject is the chosen vehicle for the divine
creative process and for the articulation of the hierarchy of being
itself. Thus the human subject is central to the progression of
effects from causes in this world, and in the creation, manifestation
and preservation of tﬁé material corporeal domain. This is in
radical opposition to the Latin realist tradition. Ontological
orders in Eriugena's system can depend for their existence on
movements and decisions of the human subject itself - in fact the
material order itself is dependent on a human error of jngneni
(symbolised theologically ;O the Fall)! Thus, for Eriugena, the

human power of explicating negatihg and identifying (in judgments)
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assumes ontological roles in the outgoing and return of the One.

9. Infinity and the Relativisation of Ontology

The effect of this intrursion of human subjectivity into
objective hierarchies is to relstivise V;he scheca of nature.
Eriugena is saying that being 18 never an unchanging absolute, but
rather has a formlessness and lack of fixity which means that being
can never be the absolute first principle of'philonophy. The first
principle of philosophy for Friugena is God as transéendent
non-being, an ungrounded and infinite fo;llescﬁess. whose richness
can only be symbolised by the infinite variability of being. All
formal hierarchies are dissolvable. Thus Eriugena's aim 1is not so
wuch to locate the first principle of all! being, but to show the
absolute groundlessness or lack of principle of the truly infinite -
both -huuan‘ and _ divine. Both huu;n being and divine being may be
termed anarchoc32 meaning without origin, without
principle, groundless, anaitios (II1.688c). Of course, Eriugena
also admits that the divine nature is self-grounding, causa sui,

and by implication 1t can even be said of human nature in its

perfection that it,too, is self-grounding, a term which later Eckhart

32. Anarchos is a traditional name for God in Patristic writing,
especially in the tradition of Negative Theology. Eriugena found it
in Dionysius and Maximus. For Eriugena's use of the term, see
Periphyseon 1.451d, 516a; 11.562a, 585a; I11.625d (where it is
also implied that the human mind can be termed anarchos, since it
partakes of an infinite motion around God, which is without beginning

or end and is symbolised by circularity), 1I1I1.688¢c; - 1V.74lc and
V.909a. :
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will explicitly apply to human nature, but which Eriugena 1u§11ét
less boldly.33 But to be grounded in itself the self =must

be grounded in nothing. Thus, to 1nte¥ptet this in wxcdern
philosophical terme, Eriugena, like Sartre, sees the human self as
having an essentially negative cﬁaracter and to be a kind of
non-being.Ba 1f the human nﬁbject is e=1f-grounding and

infinite, -its actual present state is really subordinate to its
perfect and "non-existent™ possible state. For Eriugena, as later

for Cusanus, (who terms God “ggcaest")35 or as for Martin

Heidegger in Being and Time, poluibility- stands higher than
actuality. Eriugena's orphilosophy therefore offers a major

deconstruction of the central principle of the Western ‘uetaphysical

tradition.

33, See R. Schuermann, Meister Eckhart. Mystic and Philosopher
(Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana U.P., 1978), p. 116. See below
Chapter Four. '

34. On this philosophical tradition which describes the soul as a
"nothinguess,"” see J.D. Caputo, "The Nothingness of the Intellect in

Meister Eckhart's Parisian Questions," The Thomist 39 (1975), pp.
85~119. - v

35. See Nicholas of Cusa, Trialogus de Possest, translated by J.
Hopking, in A Concise Introduction to the Philosophy of Nicholas of
Cusa (Minneapolis: U. of Minnesota Pr., 1980), pp. 62-153,
Eriugena does not have a system for comparing possibility and
actuality, as does Cusanus, however he is attempting to resolve all
differences into a unity, which does not annihilate the difference,
in a wmanner very similar to Cusanus's idea of coincidentia
oppositorum. ’ ‘
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10. Eriupena and the Destruction of Ontotheology

Therefore Eriugena's philosophy cannot be said to belong
squarely in the classical western -tradition understood either in
terms = of ontotheology (Heidegger) or in. terms of
existentiatisnlessentialiau ‘(as Gilson has characterised it). The
highest corcept in Eriugena's philogophy is not being or substance
but . non~being or what he terms "non-substance” or

"more-than-substancel

Eriugena in fact can be .said to be offering a s2rious

deconstruction of the Latin ontological tradition of Augustine and

his followers. He resists the Latin orthodoxy .of the primacy of
substantial being and the equation of the "I Am Who Am" of Exodus
3.13 with esse as made by Augustine in the De Trinitate, or the

. 36
ipsum esse subsistens of Aquinas. Nor is Eriugena : -

offering a simple monism or Einheitsmetaphysik as it has been

characterised by T. Gregory,37 which places all the

emphasis on the self~identity of the.higheni principle‘ (anotﬁet way
in «hich . the "I Am Who Am" may be interpreted). Eriugens slways
niresseq the negative and incomplete nature of even the highest
self-identity, it always inciudes a negative and distancing element

which safeguards the true transcendence of the Godhead.

36. See John Caputo, Heidepger and Aquinas (Fordham, NY: Fordham
U.P., 1982)0

37. See Gregory's essay in W. Beierwaltes,ed., Platoniswmus in der
Philosophie des Mittelslters (Darmstadt, 1969), p. 343. ’
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In fact Eriugena's placing of the Godhead or One beyond Beiﬁg
and non-being, outside of all discursive thought and beyond every
logical framework, in the realm Qf Identity within which Difference
is preserved in & non-alienated way,-opens up & new perspective in
western thought which was later followed in a si;ilarly dialectical
way by Eékhart,38 Cusanus.39 Bruno‘o
and more recently by the German Absolute idealists and by some
contemporary Process theologians. Indeed Eriugena's philosophy is
wore properly called me-ontology or ue£a-ontolog! and tfuly

belongs to the tradition of Plato's Parmenides. Although it has

38. See for example E. 2um Brunn and A. de Libera, Maftre
Eckhart. Métaphysique du verbe et théologie négative (Paris:
Beauchesne, 1984) and R. Schuermann, Meister Eckhart, Mystic and
Philosopher (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana U.P., 1972). On
Eckhart's use of dialectic see M. de Gandillac, "La dialectique du
Maftre Eckhart,” in La myscique rhénane (Paris, 1963) pp. 59-94.

39. See for example J. Hopking, Nicholas of Cusa on God as
Not-Other (Minneapolis: uU. of Minnesota Pr., 1979). Cusanus

calls God "non aliud” in an attempt to provide a term which

indicates both identity and difference and their transcendence. As
immanent, God 1is "not-other” than any created thing; as
transcendent, He 1is the unqualified not-other (Hopkins p.. 7).
According to B. McGinn's interpretation of Eckhart, Eckhart argues
that God transcends creatures precisely by being immanent in them,
see B. McGinn, "Meister Eckhart on God as Absolute Unity,"” in D.

O'Meara, ed., Neoplatonism and Christian Thought (Albany, NY: SUNY
Pr., 1982), p. 133.

40. On Bruno see W. Beie-waltes, "Absolute Identity: Neoplatonic
Implications in  Schelling's  Bruno," in Contemporary German
Philosophy, ed., D.E. Christensen, M. Riedel, et al., Vol.2
{London: Pennsylvania State University Pr., 1983), pp. 73-99.
Beicrualtes interprets Cusanus and Bruno as thinkers engaged in the
problem of identity and difference. See also S. Greenberg, The
Infinite in Giordano Bruno. With a Translation of His Dialopue
Concerning the Cause, Principle and One (New York, 1950).
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recently been argued that Eckhart's privileging of intellect over

being 1in his Parisian Questions marks him out as the first major

writer to break with latin or\tc—theolo_gy.‘.1 I will argue

strongly that Eriugena's discussion of the nature of human intellect
or mind is in fact the first leri;ﬂl attempt to provide an
alternative to ontotheology in the Latin West. Indeed, without
Eriugena's groundwork it is difficult to see how . later " medieval

developments such as those of Eckhart could have taken place at all.

Furthermore bty making  non-being a wore important term than
being, both for the understanding of the concept of creation ex
nihilo and for the description of the natures of both God and
humanity, Eriugena is making a radical reassessment of the concept of
non-being itself, which shall be explored in the course of this
study. For him true non-being is the darkest, most ;nac;e;tible and
yet also richest concept. It contains being and non-béing- in all
their relative forms, but it is also purc.infintte possibility and
absolute ground of'bo;h unity and identity. -itvis also, as we shall
argue, the nature cf the mind before sélf-conlcious :hoﬁght, and the

true nature of human existence for Eriugena.

Eriugena's philosophy is finally a complex attempt to work out

the dynamics of the dialectic of being and non-being, finite and

41. See Maftre Eckhart & Paris. Une critique médiévale de
l'ontothéﬁlogie. Les Questions Parisiennes No.l et No.2
d'Eckhart, €tudes, textes et traductions par Emilie Zum Brunn, 2.
Kaluiza, A. de Libera, P. Vignaux, et E. Weber (Paris: Presses
Universitaires de France, 1984). . -
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infinite, absolute and relative, universal and particuiar. l;nited
and unlimited. The created world is really the manifestation of this
complex dialogue Qr dialectic between God and human nature. Eriugena
is consciously antagoniltic to those who would give ontological
priqacy-:o this material spatio-temporal world and takes great care
to demonstrate that that world arises out of a mistaken habitual mode
of viewing of phenomena which in their true nature are immaterial,
ideal, timeless theophaniae. His vision is of a unified but

ever-changing eternity of being and non-seing, perhaps best
understood as fornIessness-passing into form and then returﬁing again
to formlessness in a timeless cycle, which is best described by
Eriugena's fourfold division of universal nafure. It would be a
ciﬁplistic distortion to call this complex interrelation of God and

creation by the name "panthelsm™, and that unfortunate vague term

(oéiginslly coined by & fellow Iriiﬁman. the philosopher and
freethinker, John Toland) has obscured wmost of the serious discussion
of Eriugena's philosophy. In fact, Eriugena explicitly rejects
pantheisma in an iwmportant paasage. in the Periphyseon, when he

denies that God should be considered to contain the creature as a
genus contains the gpecics (523d) ;nd arguesAthat the phrasg "God is
all, and all things are God" (which 1later surfaces in the
pronouncements of the 12th century pantheists, David of Dinant and
Amaury of Béne) cannot be understood litzrelly or it would be the

 greatest heresy (III1.650c~d).
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This thesis will argue therefore that Eriugena's philonoph§ ﬁac
been misunderstood if terms like pantheism or essentialist
metaphysics are spplied wholesale. While it is true that Eriugena
wrote within the mental context of Neoplatonism, Augustinianism and
Latin logic, his final achievenent moves far beyond the confine; of
these terms- and is most properly understood in terms of modern and
contemporary philosophy. In so doing I do not believe that I am
distorting Eriugena's original intention by imposing ideas on him in
a violent and destr&ctive hetnéneutics..rather 1 amv attempting io

A recover the 1nner‘nean1n3 of his philosophy, & meéning I believe he

himself was struggling to express within the 1limited idiom of his

time.

- To say that Erjiugena is best understood in the’ cqnt?xt of the»
‘wodern subjectivist and idealist turn in pﬂiiosophy is not at all to
say that Eriuvgena believes in an isolated Fichtean Ego as the source.
of all meaning and being. ThF return to the subject for Eriugena is
not s retreat or a reduction éov an isolated solipsistic ego, no
matter how infinitely ;onceived; it i8 a return into an infinite'
spiritual and intersubjective domain, & world of communicating
intelligences uhosé inner intimacy is well signified by the dwelling
together of the members of the Trinity. As Henry Bett remarked very
accurately, Eriugena's emphasis on a triadic formulation of ousia
and on the Trinity saves his philosophy from "the chill sterility
which besets the Neoplatonist conception of G;d as superessential

unity."l'2 It is hard even to find a language in which to
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describe this aspect of Eriugena's nysten‘and indeed it t; oneAuhich
he himself had to resort to metaphors and analogies in order to
expfcss. Houeyer this intersubjective domain of spirit should not be
forgotten in reading Eriugena's remarks concerning the human soul and
human nature in ge;eral. Eriugena's philosophy at its highest level
is really a play of subjectivities moving on a timeless and eternal
horizon, -where the "real"™ world of wmaterial and sensible things
occupying space and time is no more than a set of signs, figures and
symbols by ‘which this nultipie subjectivity (God, ManA and th;
Man-God) comes to communicate with 1tncii and becomes self-
conscicms.l.3 All sensible things are phantasies to the

earthy mind, but they are mytcrious-thcophanies to the di;ine niﬁd.
and to the wise ones who have learned to see these theopﬁanies byA
long study of philosophy. The result of this interplay is the

structure known to most students as Eriugena‘'s fourfold division of .

nature.

This thesis therefore argues for the validity of the approach
which was first taken by the German Idealist critics in the last
century. Eriugena is best understood in terms of the sophisticated

dialectic of being and non-being, which was recovered by the German

42. H. Bett, Johannes Scotus Eriupena (Cambridge: Canmbridge
Uv.P., 1925), p. 102.

43. See the brilliant essay of W. ° Bejierwaltes, “Negati
Affirmatio: Welt als Metapher,"” Philosophisches Jahrbuch 83
{1976), pp. 237-265. Reprinted in R. Roques, ed., Jean Scot
Erigéne et 1'histoire de la philosophie (Paris: CNRS, 1977).
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absolute Idealists. It would be wrong, however, to totally disiocate
Eriugena's work from the conditions and situation of his own time.
We will begin, ther;fore. uith a careful con;ideration of Eriugena's
sources to scc to what extent he absorbed and comprehended the
intellectual inheritance of Greek East and Latin West and transformed

it into a complex, compelling and enduring philosophical sys:eﬁ.
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Chapter Two

The Neoplatonism of John Scottus Eriugena

Eriugena‘'s Sources

It is impossible to understand Eriugena's philosophy unless it is
seen in the context of the world-picture which Eriugena absorbed from
his extensive reading of ancient authors. This uorld;picture was
essentially Neoplatonic in inspirgtion, &s Aristotle's Qorkl were in
general almost unknown to the early medieval Latin Hest.l

In this chapter we shall begin by giving precise details of
Eriugena's borrowings from Neoplatonic authors as a first step

. towards understanding his own philosophical contribution and

originality.

What form of Neoplatonism most strongly influenced John Scottus?
What are the principal Neoplatonic elements of his system? Eriugena
espoused both Neoplatonism and Christianity and, for him, the two

never come into contrast or opposition. He has none of Augustine's

1. Eriugena knew nothing of Aristotle's own writing, but was
familiar with tne theory of the categories, which was available to
him through a number of sources, including the pseudo~-Augustinian
De Categoriae Decem, and possibly also through some of the
writings of Alcuin. See J. Marenbon Early Medieval Philosophy,

op. cit., pp. .48ff. He also came across Aristotelean principles in
the philosophy of Maximus Confessor. For a more detailed account of

Eriugena's 1life, times and intellectusl contacts, see the Appendix
below. ) :

k3|
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worries aboui the possibility of conflict between Neopl;toﬁic
doctrine and Christian teaching on such matters as the preexistence
of the soul, the nature of creation andltalvation. Ot‘the wesning of
nature and grace. Eriugena's main concern was in fact to integrate
into a single coherent system ihe diverse Neoplatonisms Vhe received
from Greek and Latin authorities (see for example 1IV.804c~805b) and
torcoumunicate this integrated system as the truth of Christianity

and the meaning of nature itself.

1. The Influence of Plato

Although older commentators frequently referred to Eriugena as a
proponent of Alexandrian philosophy and as a keen student of Plato,
in fact Eriugena's Platonism is almost entirely derived from
Christian sources. He knew no;hing of the actual writings of Plato;
it 18 no longer-fhougﬁt tﬁat he knew the Greek text of the TinQéus, )
as Haureau had suggested in 1872.2 It is now even doubted

whether he had access to the Latin translations of Plato made by

Calcidius or Cxcero.3

He rarely cites Plato (15 citations in the Periphyseon) -
although he trears him with enormous respect - moreover his citations

are frequently inaccurzte. His only certain contact "with Plato is

2. J.B. Hauréau,ﬂintbite de la philosophie scolastique I (Paris,
1872), p. 152.

3. Suggested by P. Duhem,Systéme du monde III (Paris, 1958), p.
146. : A
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his contact with Crlcidius's Commentary on the Timaeus (citad by

Eriugena in his Annotationes in Marcianum), which however he

misunderstood on certain kéy points as Sheldon-Williams has
lhown.“ He took from the Timaeus the téaching that the

cosmos 1is a living aﬁiual with a body and soul (1.476c) and Plato's
descriptioﬁ of the nature of formless matter (I.500c). He also
attributes to Platé the idea that all sensible things are contained
within the principle of iife. vital wotion (II1.735). He however
falsely ascribes to Plato the view that all the planets ;evolve

around the sun (III.§98a).5‘

Although Eriugena credits Plato with being the only philosopher
in antiquity to infer the existence of a Creator from the creature
(111.724b), nevertheless, uﬁlike Plotinus, he does not see himself as
nefely explicating Plato and at III.732d he even says he does no£

want to be mistaken for a member of the Platonic sect (de Platone

sileo, ne videar sectam 1llius sequ?). Eriugena indeed

exhibits a strong intellectual independence with rega;d. to all his
sources. Eriugena is not beyond rejecting certain aspects of uh;t he
thought to be Platonic doctrine, when for example he rejects the
supposed Platonic definition of angels as "rational and immortal

animals" (Periphyseon 732d), which in fact 1is to be found in

4. See 1.-P. Sheldon-Williams, "Eriugena'’'s Greek Sources,” in The
Mind of Eriugena (Dublin, 1973), pp. 1-15.

5. See Sheldon-Williams, ed., Periphyseon, Volume III, p. 207n32.
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Calcidius. Eriugena aiso rciscts a doctrine of Plaio's Timseus -

referring only to "pagan philosophers” without explicitly citing
Plato - when he ’rejecis the idea that the world was formed from
pre-existent matter (664c), though Eriugena obviously also read this

in Augustine and elgewhere.

2. The Influence of Plotinus and Proclus . -

The extent of Eriugena's contact with pagan Platonism in general
is 1less easy to describe with any certainty. Recentiy, Mlle.
d'Alverny hasrargued‘that Eriugena-had access to the Latin version of

the Solutiones ad Chosroem of Priscianus Lydus (which

contains a passage commenting cn Aristotle's De Anima describing

the soul in Neoplatonic terms), which might provide a tenuous link
) : 6

between Eriugena and the later Platonic school. One Greek

formulation of the four parts of dialectic, used by é}iugena in the

‘De Praedeétingtione 358a, is in fact a formuiation found in

writers such as the Pseudo-Elias and David and other late followers
of Proc1u3.7 It is of course notoriously difficult to

pinpoint the exact sources of Eriugena's many Neoplatonic beliefs,

6. M.~Th. d'Alverny, "Les Solutiones ad Chosroem de Priscianus
Lydus et Jean Scot,” in R. Roques, ed., Jean Scot Egigéne (Paris,
1977), pp. 145-160. d'Alverny is arguing agsinst the view of M.
Esposito in his "Priscianus Lydus and John Scotus,” The Classical
Review 32 (1918), pp. 21-23, which rejects Erivgena as the
translator on the grounds that the Latin style is too barbarous. See
also Cappuyns, op cit., pp. i43~9. For a more detailed account- of
Priscianus's text see C. Steel, The Changing Self. A Study of the

~Soul in Later Neoplatonism: Izmblichus, Damascius and Priscianus
(Brussels, 1978), pp. 121-141.
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just as it is exceedingly difficult to say with any preciiton vﬂetﬁer‘
it was Plotinus or Porphyry who first exerted influence on one or
other view of Augustine.s Indeed_it is not our purpose here

to attexpt to contribute to the debate concerning Eriugena's exact
sources.- Rather we are interesged in characterising Eriugena's
Neoplatonism in order to understand his philosophy more accurately.
As there is now considerable philosophical interest in the writers of
the later Platonic tradition and in the Greek commentators of
Aristotle, it is worthwhile pointing out what E;iugen@ ovwes to this

traditipn.

Several writers have argued for the direct influence of Plotinus
and/or Proclus on Eriugena. 1In 1927 Techert thought she had found
evidence for the direct influence of Plotinus on Eriugena, based on
central - metaphysical doctrines (“"des conformités de ﬁenlées") and a
series of *  wverbal parallels("des- confo;nikéi

d'expressions").g These parsllels iqclude a belief in a

7. See A. Busse, ed., Pseudo-Elias and David, 1In Porphyrii
Isapogen. Commentarii 1w Aristotelis Graeca. XVIII Part 2
(Berlin, 1904). See also L.G. Westerink, ed., Pseudo~Elias
(Pseudo-David): Lectures on Porphyrv's Isapoge (Amsterdam, 1967).
Eriugena's source for this fourfold division of dialectic is unknown.

8. See R.J. 0'Connell, St Augustine's Early Theory of Man
(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard U.P., 1968), pp. 1-28, for an excellent
discussion of the problems of source identification. See also P.
Hadot, Porphyre et Victorinus (Paris, 1968).

9. See M. Techert, "Le plotinisme dans 1le 'cyntine de Jean Scot

Erigﬁne," Revue néoncolastigue de Philosophie 28 (1927), pp.
28-68. )
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transcendent yet omnipresent One, the relatioﬁ-hip betweeﬂ fhe
logos and the intelligible world, the descent of the soul and its

yearning té return, and so on. None of these parallels or
correspondences of doctrine i1is sufficiently narrow to provide an
a&equate basis for Techert's conclusion, and her argument has b;en

0
rejected both by Cappuyns and by Paul Henry.1

Eri#gena's Plotinian echoes and te#&enciet are best explained by
relating them to his knowledge of Greek Patristic writers -~ .
especially Basil, Gregory of Nyssa and Gregory Nazianzus - ag well as
‘to Eriugena's reading of Latin Neoplatonists such as Ambrose and
Augustine. In fact Eriugena relies most heavily on the forms of
Neoplatonism found in Gregory of Nyssa, Dicnysius, and Maximus in
particular, writers who are even now - relatively = unknown. to

philosophers studying the Platonic transmission in the middle ages.

Some of Eriugena's concepts are not to be paralleled with
Plotinus, but ‘are nearer to Proclus's, Porphyry's or Iamblichus's
versions of Platonism. For ex;uplc, Eriugena's understanding of the
torment of the damned souls in hell, as the souls being haunted by
phantasiai or delusory vi-ioﬁs, is close to Porphyry. S:ephen‘

Gersh, in his excellent study From Iamblichus to Eriupena, has

shown much more clearly the close 1links between Eriugena and the

later Platonic writers (such as Iamblichus, Syrisnus and Damascius)

10. See P. Henry, Plotin et 1'occident (Louvain, 1934), pp.
266“8 . ) .
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especially in the understanding of the nature of the hypostases and
. 1

the sequence of emanation or procession and return.l

Eriugena secems close to Porphyry and Iamblichus in hiz talk of a

Non-Being beyond both being and non-being, beyond the

One.12

In terms of his understanding of causation, Eriugena 1is

parttculaély close to Proclus, especially the idea of the
self-reversion of the cause,l3 and some critics (such as P.

. Théry) have . suggested that Eriugena read Proclus in the original
~which is highly unlikely. It is much more probable that echoes of
Proclus in Eriugena derive from the latter's reading of Dionysius who
is now quite firmly linked with the school of Proclus. Dionysius's
treatment of angels as henads is also to be found in Eriugena and

could give his work the appearance of having been influenced directly

by Ptoclus.la

3. The Influence of Origen

Eriugena also had contact with writers of the so-called "Middle

11. See S. Gersh, From Iamblichus to Eriugena (Leiden: Brill,
1978).

12. See P. Hadot, Porphyre et Victorinus I (Pafis, 1968), pp-
167-178.

13. See S. Gersh, "Per Se Ipsum: The Problem of Immediate
and Mediate Causation in Eriugena and his Neoplatonic Predecessors,"
in R. Roques, ed., Jean Scot Erigﬁne. op. -cit., pp. 367=377.
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Platonic"™ period. The Alexandrian philosopher Origen was known to
Eriugena -~ possibly in the Latin translation of Rufinul,ls

also through such writers as Ambrose and Epiphanius (e.g. 1IV.818c,

IV.832d), Eriugena cites Origen's De Principiis at Periphyseon
V.929c. Origen's ideas influenced Eriugena (fo; example the idea
that paradise is to be identified with the human nous) also through
the writings of Basil, Gregory of Nyssa and Gregory of Naziaqzus, and
indeed Meyendorff has pointed out that Origen rewains a .strong
influence on Greek Christi;n writing, even after the céndennati;ns of
his uritings, until the sixth and seventh centuries.16

FEriugena has even been called the "Origen of the West™ (by Huber) and
therc are undoubtedly strong ;iuilaritiec between non; of thé central

doctrinal teachings and especially the cast of mind of these authors.

In fact, due to the similarity in name, Efiugena was . often confused

with Origen, especially when the Vox Spiritualis was circulated

in the later middle ages as a text of 0rigcn.l7 Even in his

14. See H.-D. Saffrey, "New Objective Links Between The
Pseudo-Dionysius and Proclus,™ in D. O'Meara, ed., Neoplstonism and
Christian Thought (Albany, NY: SUNY Pr., 1982), pp. 64-74, and
H.~-D. Saffrey, "Un lien objectif entre le Pseudo-Denys et Proclus,”
Studia Patristica IX (Berlin, 1966), pp-. 98-105; and I.~-P.

Sheldon-Williams, "Henads and Angels: Proclus and the
Pseudo-Dionysius,” in Studia Patristica IX (Berlin 1972), pp.
65-71. :

15. See H. Bett, Johannes Scotus Erigena (Cambridge: Cambridge
u.p., 1925), p. 160n.2.

16. Sce J. Meyendorff, Byzantine Theology. Historical Trends and
Doctrinal Themes (New York: Fordham U.P., 1974), pp. 26-27.
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own day critics of Eriugeﬁa - the powerful Hincmar for example-
accused Eriugena of Origenism. One of the major points of- Origen's

De Principiis is that creation is an eternal act of God, not a

temporal act, and of course Eriugena reproduces a version of this
argumentation. Furthermore, Origen holdﬁfa theory of the original
creation as involving only the creation of a sphere of intelligible
being, not.natter.!a For Origen, as for Eriugena, it is the

soul's fall which produces the material vorldrand the body of the
soul itself. Oriéen,like Eriugens, argues thai all :pi;itual beings
“or intellects are one with God in ousis and of covvse this is one

‘of the main points Eriugena steadfastly argues in the Periphyseon.

4. Eriugena's Latin Sourcer

Latin sources also provided Eéiugena with a wide 1if eclectic
sampling ofA.Neoplktonic concepts aﬁd beliefs, although in gene;al
Latin thought represented a simplification and a. reduction of the
complex and. subtle theories of the Greek writers. Undoubtedly,
Augustine; to whom we shall return, 1is Eriugena's greatest single
source, cited more often than any other in the Periphyseon; but
Eriugen; could also draw on ‘many popular. Latin classics for

Neoplatonic ideas. Eriugena certainly resd and cited Boethius's

17. See E. Jeaunesu, Jean Scot. Homélie sur le Prologue de Jean
(Paris: Sources Chréiiennes, 1969), pp. 151-160.

18. See the discussion in R. Sorabji, . Time, Creation and
Continuum (London: Duckworth, 1983), pp. 194-7.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Page 40

Theological Tractates..but curiously he makes no reference to the

Consolation of Philosophy, which he could hardly have avoided
reading, given its popularity in early medieval tines.19 He

does however refer to the De Institutio Arfithmeticae of Boethfus,

at I1.498 and I11.655, and wmay - also have known the De

0
Musics.?

Other Latin Neoplatonic sources available to Eriugena include

Macrobius's  Commentary on the Somnium Scipianis, which gives a

vivid account of the Neoplatonic doctrine of the wandering of the
2
soul, and of the levels of being in the universe, ! and of

course the Marriage of Philology and Mercury of Martianus

Capella, which contains many Neoplatonic concepts as well as giving a
précis of Aristotle's logical teaching and a brief account of his

theory of the categories. Bede's work De Rerum Natura has also

19. On Boethius's medieval influence see P. Courcelle, La
Consolation de Philosophie dans la tradition 1litteraire
(Paris, 1967).

20. See H. Chadwick, Boethius. The Consclation of Music, Lopic,
Theology and Philosophy (Oxford, 1981), p. 297n.1ll: "in ideas
the kinship is obvious, and ignorance is unlikely."

21. See W.H. Stahl, ed., Macrobjug, Commentary on the Dream of
Scipio (New York, 1952). On Macrobius's transmission of Platonism
see P. Henry, Plotin et 1'occident (Louvain, 1934), pp. 146-192,
and E. Jeauneau, "Macrobe, source du platonisme chartrain,” in
Lectio Philosophorum. Recherches sur 1'école de Chartres; )
(Amsterdam, 1973), pp. 279-300. See slso H. Silvestre, "Note sur
la survie de Macrobe ‘a2z Moyen Age," Classica et Medisevalia.
Revue danoise de philologie et d'histoire XXIV (1963), pp.
170-80; and P. Courcelle, "La posterité chrétieane du Songe de
Scipion,” Revue des Etudes Latines 36 (1958), pp. 205=234.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Page 41

been cited as a source of Eriugena's fourfold division of nature and

hig concept of the primordial causeu.zz -

More recently, especially since the magnificent studies <f P.
Hadot, attention has turned to Marius Victorinus as an important
3 .
Latin source of Eriugena's Neoplatoninn.z Marius

Victorinus was known to the Carolingian writers and some recent

studies h;ve suggested a close parallel between Victorinus's idea of
four - levels of being: true .being, >not truly being, not truly
non-being, and truly non-being, and Eriugena's description of the
four divisions of nature (See for -example Periphyseon II.546d).

This is indeed a very interesting -uggeition and may be -helpful in
relating Eriugena no; just to Augustine, but to one of Augustine's
own intellectual mentors - the Latin professor of rhetoric and

. Christian ?onvert. Marius Viciorinus.za Among Carglingiqn

writers, Eriugena was undoubtedly. influenced by Alcuin, Hrabanus

22. See the articles of G. Madec and B. Stock in W. Beierwaltes,
ed., Eriugena Studien zu seinen Quellen (Heidelberg, 1980).

23. See P. Hadot, Porphyre et Victorinus, 2 Vols., (Paris, 1968).
See also P. Henry, "The Adversus Arianum of Marius Victorinis,"

in Journal of Theolopical Studies New Series Vol 1 (1950)..
PP.42-55. For an edition of Marius's writings, see P. Hadot and P.
Henry, eds., Marius Victorinus. Traités théologiques sur 1la

Trinité, 2 Vols., (Paris: Sources Chréetiennes Nos. - 68 et 69,
1960). ’

24. On Eriugena's relation to Marius Yictorinus see M.T. d'Alverny,
"Le cosmos symbolique du XIile siécle,” Archives d'Histoire
doctrinasle et litteraire du Moyven Age XX (Paris, 1953-4), pp.

35~42. See also P. Hadot, Porphyre et Victorinus I (Paris, 1968),
pp. 147-178.
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Haurus,.Fregedlu: and others (See Appendix); but in fact he rareiy ;f
ever cites them and seems to have had - 1ittle {ntsrest in entering
into dialogue with contemporary wrifers. Ratramnus's theories on the
world soul, for example, although similar to Eriugenh': vieuws are

never mentioned by him.

5. The Influence of Augustine

No writer of the ninth century could escape being deeply forneq
and influenced gy the -systen ;f Augustine, and Eriugena seems
thoroughlyrAugultinian in many of his ideas and attitudes. H.
ﬁettzs and J.J. O'chra26 among others have
;houn how great Eriugena;s debt to Augustine is, mnot only in -the
overall outline of his thought, bﬁt also in precise details. It has
been nuggesteﬁ (by Bett p.21), for example, that the origin of the
scheme of the fourfold division_ of na:#re 18 to be found in gé
Civitate Def V.9 (though oéhern find closer parallels for tﬁis

scheme in the writings of Bede, see Chaptier Seven delow). But

Eriugena also took from Augustine the theory of rationes aeternae

and causae primordiales which is found expressed in Augustine's

25. See H. Bett, Johannes Scotus Eripena. A Study in Medieval
Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1925), pp. 157-8.

26. See J.J. O'Meara, "Eriugena's Use of Augustine in hig Teaching
on the Return of the Soul and the Vision of God," in R. Roques, ed.,
op. cit., pp. 191-201, and idem, "Magnorum virorum gquendam
consensum veliwrus machinarii (804b):. Erfugena's Use of
Augustine's De Genesi ad.Litteram in the Perlghzseon." in W. .
Beierwaltes, ed., Eriupena (Heidelberg, 1980), pp. 103 =117,
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- 27
commentary on Genesie, the De Genesi ad Litteram.

Augustine is the major authority in the De Praedestinatione partly

for the reason that Eriugena Qished to equal and excell Gottschalk's

ability to cite Augustine in support of his argument, but also

presumably because Eriugena was not yet well acquainted wiih the

Greek writers who would later become his most inﬁortant
) authorities.za Eriugena cites Augustine's De Vera

Religione in that early work on the identity of true reltgiqn and

true philosophy in a passage wihch inspired Hegel and later readers

who drew a8 quite different interpretation from Erfugena's version

than from Augustine's text.

In the Periphyseon, he takes from Augustine the contrast

between scientia and sapientia; the distinction between the many

who believe and the few who truly understand (I.51lcd contrasts the -
rudes with the instructed and the wise, sapientes, which is also

found in Augustine's De Vera Religione). Eriugena also invokes the

27. See B. Stock, "In Search of Eriugena's Augustine,” in W.
Beierwaltes, ed., op. cit., pp. 86ff. Also see P. Aga¥sse and A.
Solignac, eds, La Génése au sens littéral en douze livres (Paris,
1972), on the nature of the eternal reasons and causes.

28. See G. Madec, "L'augustinisme de Jean Scot dans 1le De
Praedestinatione,” in R. Roques, ed., op. cit., pp. 183-90; and
G. Mathon, "L'utilisation des textes de s. Augustin par J. Scot
Erig@ne dans son De Praedestinatione,” in Augustinus Magister

3 (Paris, 1954), pp. 419-428. See also the older study of M.
Jacquin, "Le néoplatonisme de Jean Scot Erigeéne," Revue des
Sciences philosophiques et théologiques 1 (1907), pp. 674-685,
which argues that .Eriugena drew his knowledge in De Praed. from
Latin writers and- did not wmake use of Dionysius at that time
(contrary to Christlieb). ' ’
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distinction between true reason and authority as two paths to wisdom
(found in Augustine's" De Ordine); as well as the general
assessment of the role of the arts in the return of the mind from
lower to higher things, and the general- aspects of the theory of

illumination, and the metaphysics of light.29

of particular interest to philosophers is Eriugena's

‘reinterpretation of Augustine's cogito, which L& could have found

in the Confessions, - The Citv of God XI.26, the De Libero

Arbitrio 1I.3.7, the De Trinitate XV.12.21, or in the De
30

Vera Relipione XXXIX.73, or the Soliloquies II.l.1.

From Augustinc'u_rne Trinitate he took many aspects of Augustine's
teaching on the Trinity and especially on the structures of the human

. soul, which mirror the triadic patterns of the Trinity (e.g. esse

- velle - scire, etc). Eriugena in particular adopts Augustine's
triads of being, well being and eternal being; or being, life and

intellect (csse, vivere, intelligere), in order to

differentiate gome of the stages of the mind's road to God. Of

29. See R. Russell, "Some Augustinian Influences in Eriugena's De
Divisione naturee,” i1in J.J. O'Meara and L.Bieler, eds., The Mind
of Eriugena (Dublin, 1973), PP. 31-40; and G. Madec,
"Observations sur le dossier augustinien du Periphyseon," in W.
Beierwvaltes, ed., op. cit., pp. 75-84. Eriugena of course also
found the theory of illumination and the metaphysic:z of 1light in
Dionysius, but he was concerned to develop it in Augustine's
vocabulary, as he does in the Homilia.

30. See Chapter Five below. See also B. Stock, "Intelligo me
esge:; Eriugena's Cogito,"” in R. Roques, ed., op. cit., pp.
327-337 and R. Sorabji, Time, Creation and Continuum (London,
1983), pp. 2891ff.
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course, Eriugena is never limited to just one source and could also
have found these triads in the writings of Maximus the Confessor -

the triad of einai, eu einai, aei einai appears in the

Ambigua (9.1116b) for exanple; Furtheraore, Eriugena developed
Augustine's understanding of the operation of the Word in the human
soul in a manner which foreshadows its use by Eckhart in the

fourteenth.century.31

_In evaluating the influence of Augustine on Eriugena we must be
careful to recognise that Eriugena was reading Augustine through
ninth century eyes and that many aspects of what we regard as
peculiarly  Augustinian (such as Augustine's psychological
"existentialism") would not have been as clearly apparent to
Eriugena. Conversely, Eriugena emphasises aspects of Augustirie which
aré uncongenial to our'tineu -~ strongly ?nfluenced and woulded as we
are by the ;cholastic reading.of Augulting. seeing him through the
purifying eyes of Thomas Aquinas who "corrected"” many of Augustine's
statements to conform with the new metaphysics of
Aristotle.32 Thus modern scholars are .inclined to see
Eriugena's idealism as due l;inly to thé influence of the Greek
Christian writers although Augustine himself can be interpreted in a

strongly idealist and intellectuslist light. Furthermore some recent

31. See J. Moreau, "Le Verbe et la création selon s. Augustin et
Jean Scot Erigene," in Roques, ed., op. cit., pp. 201-210. On
Eckhart's development of the concept, see K.G. Kertz, "Meister
Eckhart's Teaching on the Birth of the Divine Word in the Soul,"
Traditio 15 (1959), pp. 327-363. )
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scholars wish to distance Augustine's God from the Neoplatontc‘ One
and emphasise - with Gilson - Augustine's commitment to God as a
Being, ihus playing down Augustine's hierarchical netaphysics;' and
emphasising the theme of the absence of intermediaries between man
and God.33 Erfugena accepts that there is nothing bétueen~

man and God (which was Augustine's quarrel with Porphyry and the
_pagan Neoplatonists), nevertheless he interprets the theophaqies he
had read of in Dionysius as being a kind of in:ernedidry between God
and -gk. Eriugena accepts both authorities -~ theophanies are between
man and God, but theophanies are not entities, but divfne willings
and hence they are a glimpse of God Himself. Thus Eriugena

1ntérprets the statement that we shall see God face to face as

meaning that we shall have access to the highest theophanies.

Eriugena in general plays up Augustine‘s occasional references
. to negative theology and to deification, he extends Augustine by
suggesting definite answers to certain questions on which Augustine

has not in fact made up his mind (on the nature of existence in

32. On Augustine's metaphysics see the formative study of E.
Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of St. Augustine (London, 1961)
and J.F. Anderson, Augustine and Being (La Haye, 1965). For =
critique of the interpretation of Augustine as an ontotheologist, see
J.S. O'Leary, "Dieu-Esprit et Dieu-Substance chez Saint Augustin,”
in Recherches de Science Religieuse 69 (July 1981), pp. 357-390.

33. ©See Periphyseon I11.531b-c,where Eriugena cites Augustine's De
Vera Religione in support of his view that there are no
intermediaries between man and God. On the place of intermediaries
in Augustine, cee S Pépin, “univers dionysien et univer
augustinien,” Recherches de Philosophie 2 (1956), pp. 179-224.
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paradise for example), and develops certain 1nte11ectual£-t.
izanings i1in Augustine to wmake him wore compatible with Eriugena's
Eﬁctern authorities. Thus at Periphyseon IV.766a Eriugena quotes a

passage from Augustirz's De Trinitate in support of his argument

that sensible things arc lower than ideas, 'even lower ﬁhan the
phantasise which come into our nin& from without, whereas Augustine

was not totally committed to this idealist thesis that mental images
have ontological primacy over _-entible reality. but, genera}ly
-speaking. only to the -uch less idealist view that unchang{pg eternal
truths are higher than shifting changing things. ﬁe shall returA to
this in Chapter Five below. Eriugena elsewhere explicitly notes that
Augustine opposes the transformation of corporesl and material bodies
into pure intellectual entities and in general wants to remain fairly
faithful to a realist outlook. Nevertheless Eriugena quickly absotbs
Augus:ine;s_objéccions by duoting Augu;ti;e‘s own wmentor, Ambrose,

wvho was in favour of the ‘1de8110t ;bsorption of matter into

4
nind.3

B. Stock has convincingly argued that Eriugena certainly
understood Augustine better than his contemporaries on such matters
as predestination towards evil, and the original fall of the devil,

but he suggests that 1in overall terms Eriugena had to resort to

34. On another aspect of Augustine's intellectualism, see J. Pépin,
"tine curisuse declaration idéaliste du De Genesi ad Litteram
(X11.10.21) de Saint Augustin et ses origines plotiniennes (Ennéade.
V.3.1-9 et V.5.1-2)," Revue d'Histoire et de Philosophie
Relipieuses 34 (1954), pp. 373-400.
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sophistries te harmonise Augustine with his own
1ntention.3s Mathon and Russell furthermore ha§e shown that

Eriugena in general subordinated Augustine's teaéhingc to his own
hermeneutics and dialectical scheme, in keeping with hi; own 8eneral
attitude to the interpretation of the au.ctores.s6 Indeed,

at several important points, Eriugena denies that Augustine means
what he explicitly says -~ in the discussion of the existence of
sexuality and gender in ?aradise before the Fall, for excpple - and
Eriugena follows Ggegory of Nyssa, who, he wants to argue, is8 not in
disagreement with Augustine.37 Few 16terpreterc oé

Augustine would agree with Eriugena's reading.

To sum up the vexed question of Augustinian influence, it is
necessary to note that Eriugena's understanding of time and place, of
the divine transcendence and omnipresence, and of the hierarchy of

the orders of being are actually quite distinct from those of

35. See B. Stock, "Thz Philosophical Anthropolog& of Johannes
Scottus Eriugena,” Studi Medievali Series 3a 8 (1967), pp. 1-57,
esp. p.30, where the passage (IV.804cff) of Erfugena is discussed in
which Eriugena says the authority of Augustine must be followed, but
that there 18 no harm in citing the opinions of other authors with
different ideas, that Augustine himself had not thought about.

36. Russell, op. cit. For G. Mathon see, "L'utilisation des
textes . de Saint Augustine par Jean Scot Eriéﬁne dans son De
Pradestinatione,” Aupustinus Mapister (Paris, 1954), PP-
419-428. See also J.J. O'Meara, "Eriugena's Use c¢f Augustine,”
Augustinian Studies II (1980), pp. 21-34.

37. See E. Jeauneau, "La division des sexes chez Grégoire de Nysse
et chcz Jean Scot Erigﬁne," in W, Beiferwaltes, ed., Eriugsnas, op,
Cit., ppo 33-560
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Augustine, and that whenever Eriugena does adopt something from
Augustine he usually wodifies it, especially emphasising the

immaterialist and intellectualist tendency which pervades his own

work. Furthermore, Eriugena is more confident than Augustine of the
human being's inherent ability té attain gnosis and deificatioﬁ in
the form of producihg absolute identitx of features between man as
, image and God as archetype. Augustine's preoccupation with the body

and with heresy hardly finds an echo in Eriugena.

Eriugena was not really concerned with either reviving classical
Platonism about which he knew very little and, after his experience
with Gottschalk, he was reluctant to 1nvolvg himself once more in the
theological debates and controversies of his own day. His
philosophy, as it is set out in the Periphyseon, ig best understood
as his perspnal response to the extraordinary intellectual awakening
he uAdérucnt when he first read the works of Dionysius the Areopagite
which he had been asked to translate. His entire philosophical
commitment becamc a grand attempt to show the uhdetlying deep uﬁity
and agreement between the Christian systems of Greek East and Latin
wes:; systems which seemed so disparate to the Latig aind -of that
age. In particular Eriugena wanted to show the inner harmony between
-the writings of Augustine, onrthe one hand, and Pseudo-Dionysius, the
Cappadocian Fathers, and Maximus, on the other. For him they were
two revelations or theophanies of the one 1nf;nite t?uth. Eriugensa
is aware th;t to achieve this aim he will have to apply a hermeneutic

method which will seem to distort Augustine. Commenting on this
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Sheldon-Williams has stated the matter boldly:

the plain fact is that Eriugena constantly misinterprets
St. Augustine, for whereas St. Augustine's thought is
always moving away from Neoplatonism, Eriugena's thought is
woving into it, and St. Augustine is made to approximate
to th Pseudo-Dionysius rather than the
opposite. . ’

We must turn thercfore to the impact of the Greek writers on

Eriugena.

6. The Influence of the Greek Christian Platonists

Scholars, . notably- Brill;ntoff. Cappuyns,
Sheldon-\lilliaus.s9 Roques and Gersgh, have aréued for the
overriding importance of the Greek Christian.influence of Eriugena A-
especiélly the impact of Dionysius, the Cappadocians (especially
Gregory of Nyssa and Basil) and Maximus, all writers who are stili
almost co‘pletely ;gnored in histqries of western philoééphy aﬂa in
therstudyvof the western metaphysical tradition of being.“o

These writers gave Eriugena a new understanding of ihe-neaning of

38. Sheldon-Williams, "Eriugena's Greek Sources,” The Mind of
Eriugena, op. cit., p. 5. :

39. See I.-P. Sheldon-Williams, "The Greek Platonist Tradition from
the Cappadocians to Maximus and Eriugena,” in A.H. Armstrong, ed.,
The Cambridge History of Late Greck and Early Medieval Philosophy
(Cambridge, 1970), pp. 425 «~ 501. Also I.-P. Sheldon-Williams,
"Eriugena's Greek Sources,”" in J.J. O'Meara and L. Bieler, eds.,
The Mind of Eriugena (Dublin, 1973), pp. 1-15. See the excellent
dissertation of 1,. Vietorisz, "Greek Sources in the Periphyseon of
John the Scot" (Toronto: Porntifical Institute of Medieval Studies,
1966). For Brillantoff's Russian study see Bibliography below.
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creation, the nature of time, and the relationship between the Diviﬁe
Ideas and their created Effects. Eriugena also took “rom the Greeks
a new anthropology, & new wo;e radical concept of infinite nature, as
well as a complicated method of theological and philosophical
negative dialectic;. Eriugena furthermore read all these authors as
confirming one another'? views and hence runs together the diverse
systems of Maximus, the Cappadocians, and Dionysius into one massive
system of thought._ Gregory of Nyssza in particular helped to form
Eriugena's views of the nature of wman and his relatién to God.

Almost one quarter of the whole of Gregory's De Hominis Opificio is

quoted in translation in the Perighxseon.“l Eriugena also

took from Gregory of Nyssa the idea of matter as a couniﬁgling of
incorpdreal qualities, the concept of the infinite progression of the
soul in the aftgrlife, and of coﬁrte the idea of the pnst-lapsarian

division of the soul into two sexes. Eriugena however also

trinslsted aﬁd commented on Basil's Hexameron, from whom he took an

40. Few philosophers have taken the trouble to read and study these
writers. Sem= recent exceptionsarz R. Sorabji, wvho discusses Gregory
.of Nyssa and Basil in his Time, Creation and Continuum (London:
Duckworth, 1983), and of course recent French philosophers influenced
by Heidegger's critique of ontolotheology. Indeed - Heidegger's
account of the Seinsfrage would have been radically wmodified if he
had taken into account writers such as Gregory of Nyssa and
Dionysius, as Heidegger himself 1is reported to have admitted to a
scholar of the Orthodox Church, according to Bishop Kallistos Ware
(p.c.).

41. On the 1influence of Gregory of Nyssa see J. Draeseke,
"Gregorius von Nyssa in den Anfuehrungen des Johannes Scotus
Erigena,” Theologische Studien und Kritiken 82 (1909), PP-

530-576; and E. Jeauneau, op. cit., in Beierwaltes, ed.,
Eriugena (Heidelberg, 1980), pp. 34-54. ’ :
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idealist account of tiwe, which also wmay  have 1nf1uénc§d
Augustine.“z In fact 1f the views of Plotinus are to be

found in Eriugena the; are almost certainly a consequence of the
latter's reading of St. Bagil, who was a close reader of the
Enneads. E?iugena sees Basil and Gregory as teaching the same kind
of theory concerning the Divine Ideas and the participation of
.sensible things in them. It would be an impossible tesk to sift
through Etiugéna'e work trying to detect the individual influences of
each of the Cappedociang. especially when Grcgory- of 'Nylsa's De

Hominis Opificio was written to supplement Basil's Hexameron and

4
Eriugena relied most heavily on these two related works. 3

Commentators on these writers'usually see them all as teaching that

42. On Basil's influence on Augustine see J. F. Callahan, "Basil
of Caesarea: a new source for St. Augustine's Theory of Time,"
Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 63 (1958), pp. 437-454. A
full study of Basil's influence on Eriugena has not yet been made.

43. Both writers are considered Neoplatonists. On Gregory of
Nyssa's Platonism see the classic study. by H.F. Cherniss, The
Platonism of Gregory of Nyssa (Berkeley, 1930) and the opposing
views of A. Weiswurm, The Nature of Human Knowledge According to
Gregory of Nyssa (Washington, 1952). Weiswurm argues against
Cherniss that Gregory was not a Platonist, that he rejected the
theory of Ideas, the doctrine of recollection, and the pre-existence
of the soul.  %Yciswurm emphasises the influence of Stoic teaching on
Gregory, but in sy view adopts an overly narrow concept of Platonism,
which neglects thz major developments of Neoplatonic thought. See
also J. Daniflou, Platonisme et théologie mystique. essai sur la
doctrine spirituelle de Saint Grépoire de Nysse (Paris, 1944) and
his more recent L'Etre et le temps chez Grépoire de Nysse (Leiden:
Brill, 1970). On Gregory's sources see P. Courcelle, "Grégoire de
Nysse, lecteur de Porphyre," Revue des Etudes Grecques 80 (1967),
pp.  402-6. On Daeil's lesser known Neoplatonism see J.M. Rist,
"Basil's 'Neoplatonism': its Background and 'Nature,” Basil of
Caesarea: Christian, ~ Humanist, Ascetic, ed., P. Fedwick,
(Toronto, 1981), pp. 137-220. ’ :
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God is not knovn in Himself but 1is known in His 'activitie; or
energies. Their philosophy is seen then to be an account of the
processions (agolouthia) of the divine Will, and of the restoration
of all things to God in apokalasltasic Eriugena follows this general
pattérn. Eriugena is much impressed by the Greek frame of mind and.
by the superiority of the Greek technical philosophical vocabulary,
.but he also adopts new ideas from his Greek-readings. In particular,
Eriugeﬁa borrows the concepts of theophania (divine appearances,
manifestations, or willings) and theosig (déification), the
descriptian of God as a‘superessential being or as non-béing (meon,
nihil), and the concepts of affirmative, negative, and mystical
theology. Furthernore; Eriugena takes from tﬁe Greeks the terms of
the geﬁernl dynamics of spiritual reality - namely, the structure of

mone, proodos, and' epistrophe - which he employs to delcfibe

the outgoing frp- and return to the 6ne. Bﬁ; his 1ntergretntioﬁ of
these concepts 1is hisgs own and his overall scheme or system is also
1nd1v1du§11'tic and unique. For 'exanple, he reduces the fairly
complex scheme of theologies ok Dionysius (kataphatic, apofha:ic.
symbelic and mystical theologies) to just two - affirmative and
negative, and makes a wore radic;l claim for the ecsentia}ly negative
' character of all terms for God - 1including "Triaiiy”, "Father",

"Son", etc.‘k Eriugena reduces the number of theologies to

44. See the excellent study of R. Roques, "Tératologie et théalogie
chez Jean Scot Erigeéne,"” 1in Libres sentiers vers l’érigéninne
(Rome, 1975), pp. 13-43 and also I.-P. Sheldon-Williams's chapter
on Dionysius, in The Cambridge History of Late Greek and Early
Medieval Philosophy (Cambridge, 1970), pp. 457-472.
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two in orde; to =ake them parallel more precicély the positive' aﬂd
negative aspects of his concept of dialectic, which he adopted from °
Maxiuuc; Ultimately‘fOt Eriugena, the dialectic of philolophyv and
the dialectic of theological understanding are one and the szme.
Eriugena interfaces nat;re between human and divine being how;ver in

a wanner which 1is not found in Dionysius at all but is present in

Maxmius. . . -

Besides the Capadocians and Dionysius, then, Eriugena came to
inherit another complex Greek system ~ that of Maximus the Confessor,
(the monk from Constantinople who was to play a large pzrt in the
monothelite controversy), especially Maximus's so-called Ambigua,
commentaries on difficultiee and complexities in Gregory of

- Nazianzus's writings. Maximus mingled the philosophical tradition of
the Cappadocians and Dionysius v;th the Arilto:elean terninoloéy and
outlook of late Greek commentators on kristo:le. Maxiﬁus influenced
Eriugena's Qevelopment of .:he concept of dialectic as well as
speciftcally giving Eriugeaa.the idea of a special ecstasis of the
soul which is one with‘the contemplation of physis, resulting in
the physica theoria found frequently in the
Perigh!seon.as It is therefore something of a distortion

to suggest that Eriugena was mainly influenced by Dionysius alone, as

45. The best account of Maximus's philosophy in terms of his
influence on Eriugena is still L. Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator
(Lund, 1965), which however perhaps overstresses the influence of
Origen. See also H. U. von Balthasar, Liturgie Cosmique (Paris,
1947) and the chapter by Sheldon-Williams in The Cambridpe History, -
op. cit., pp. 492-505. :
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many earlier commentators believed. .But Dionysius did make an
enormous impact on Eriugena and is very frequently qited in the -
éerighvseon. . Eriugena accepted the DPjonysian critique of

affirmative theology wholeheartedly, and set out to examine the
divine nawes in order to test their affirmative content. He in fact
radicalises Dionysian negative theology and denies all names of God.
‘As we shall see, in the next chapter on Dialectic, he took what he
thought to be a Dionysian doctrine - that all things that are are not
otyer than their being in the>n1nd - by a distortion of ; Dionys;an

phrase, which he elsewhere translates correctly, in order to fit

46
Dionysius into his own ideslist scheme.

Eriugena of course took from Dionysius the statement that God
shall-_be all 4in all, and that all things shall be God, which was
later repeated by Eckhart, and led go the condemnation o} Eriugena as
a pantheist. He also repeats Dionysius's statement that the being Af

all things is the sureressential being of God.

Other aspects of Greek and Dionysian thought which Eriugensr
adopted include the Greek view of the procession of the Son from the
Father (the vexed filiogue question which divided the E;s:grn and
western churches), whereby the Holy Spirit is said to proceed from
the Father alone, thus giving realityAa divine presence independently

of the Son. He also took from Dionysius the distinction between

46. See the excellent articles by R. Roques on Eriugena's

interpretation of Dionysius in Libres sentiers vers l’érigéniane
(Rome, 1975). : ’ :
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essence and its manifestations or emanations, and the extraordinary
and exciting concept that dissimilar images are more appropriate to

47
expressing the deity than similar.

7. Eriugena as a Neoplatonist

Given then the enormous impact of the mystical and highly
‘gpiritual ideas of the Greek Christian writers on Eriugena, there had
to be a majorroverhaul of his Latin intellecgual outlook and a
transformation of h;s position as a Carolinéian Lig;ral Arts
m#gis:er into a major philosopher with & radical and systematic
negative dialectics. Eriugena produced an unusual synthesis of the
outlook of Greek east aneratin west, but it canAOC be ~denied that
one of his greatest achievements was his ability to identify many of
the common elements of the#e two traditiona and to distil a powerful
philosophical Aidealis; ~from‘ them. Bu£ his philosophy is still ;
Neoplatonism if we can use this term in a general Q;nse. Thus, in
particular, he maintained the Platonic concept of a separation
between ‘an uAchanging eternal world of Ideas and the dependent,
changing, not-fully real world of space, time and corporeality.
Furthermore, Eriugena organised his_ philosophicai concepts into a
structure of division or succession and return or recollection, which

renewed the tradition of Neoplatonic hierarchy. Thus as S. Gersh

has shown in his excellent study, From Iamblichus to Erjiugena,

47. See R. Roques, "valde artificialjiter le sens d'un
contresens”; and "Tératologie et théologie chez Jean Scot Erigénz™;
and "Traduction ou interpretation? Bréves remarques sur Jean Scot
traducteur de Denys,"” in Libres sentiers, op. cit., pp. 13-131,
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Eriugena's philosophy il'perueated with the quite unusual outlook of
late antiquity and subtly adapts Neoplatonic ideas “into a system,
- which was his own, but which would have been quite t;cognicable to =a
late Greek author, although it would have been almost

incomprehensible to & reader schooled in the Latin tradition alone.

Gersh describes Fhe late Greek writers as undcrstanding the
ctructu;e ;f ;;ality as a "continuous series of causes and effects in
which each term is related dynamically to the #revious one: it
‘remains’ in its prior (manifests an element of identity with icj, it
proceeds (manifests an element of difference), and it ‘'reverts®
(strives to reestablish the 1dent1ty)."‘8 Furtherﬁore, this

system reaults in & plurality of orders or a series o¢f hypostases,

which the Greeks called taxis, seira, or hierarchia, which
mediate between the 6ne and the multiplic;ty of individual .entities
(including sensations, feelings) which occupy the lo;est rung of this
order. Both Augustine and Dionysius make much uie of the concept of
a chain of being or a hierarchical orvder, which runs through
the Cosmos from God to unformed matter, which they found in Plotinﬁs

4
and the Greek Neoplatonists. 9 Following Dionysius,

48. Gersh, op. cit., p. 125.

49. J. Pépin, "Universe dionysien et univers augustinien,” op.
cit., especially pp. 195-~7, where texts from the De Trinitate

and the De Genesi ad Litteram VIII.21.40 are cited where God
suggests that the soul is an intermediary between God and the world.
Eriugena, in common with Ratramnus, had an interest in the idea of
the world soul. This soul would form a separate hierarchy between
God and the lower world as in Plotinus.
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Eriugena does not'tee this order or hierarchy as getting in the way
of the d{mmediate relationship betveen-th§ One and the human soul,
though it i8 not always clear how there can both be a firm order of
being and at the same time nothing gtanding between man and God ;

not even the angels or world-soul or other intelligences. To achieve -
this he uses Dionysius's wethod of redescribing these hierarchies as

‘ divine volitions (theia thelemata I1.529b; 616a) or divine

thoughts (8ince for God willing and thinking are one) so that in the
final analysis they are either 1den£1cal Hit; God or are acts of God,
which do not serve go distance further, the human creature from God.
In other words the hierarchical orders which stand between man and
God &re not to be understood as beings o; cub;iances. but as minds

or théophanies which are really a kind of "non-being” in that they
are as it were "transp;tent" and alloﬁ the huzman mind to pass through

them to grasp God directly.

As with Augustine of course, Eriugena does not simply copy
Dionysius. In fact he reinterprets many Dionysian concepts - for
example the Dionysian hierarchy of the 1lifeless (azos), 1living
things (zonta) and the rational (logika) into a hierarchy of
living things and intellect on the ‘grounds that all .things are
contained by Life. All things including the l1ifeless have form and
form is the first sign of 1life. Thus all ideas and ontological
orders are abso;bcd into the being of consciousness and the
intellectual life.so The point of this chapter has been to

identify the type of Neoplatonism which Eriugena maintains, so as to
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correct uaﬁy misinterpretations about his philosophical background
which are current mainly _among_ philosophers rather than among
philologists or medieval specialists. But we are not interested
solely in classifying Eriugena's philczophy as a Neoplatonisﬁ. Ve
are interested in developing Eriugena's conception of a hierarchical
metaphysical order with stages of preocession and return in order to
- show that Eriugena does not remain trapped in & reified ontological
scheme but in fact constantly emphasised the manner in which all
én:ological categories are d;pendent -on the mind (misinterpreting
Dionysius and Augustine in a highly intellectualist light as we have
seen) and can be resolved back into,thg mind when it performs correct
acts of contemplation or theoria. Our thesis 1s therefore that

Eriugeha's philosophy is best understood as a kind of idealism and as

a deconstruction of the metaphysics of substance. We must

therefore specify how Eriugena's Neoplatonic system may be under;:obd

ag an idealisgm.

8. The Dissolution of Hierarchy into Infinite Subdjectivity

Drawing on definitions of Neoplatonism offered by P. Merlan and
P. Hadot, we note that Neoplatonism seeks systematic unity and
believes that every multiplicity presupposes a unity which structures

it and at the same time transcends it and causes it.51

50. See I.-P. Sheldon-Williams, "Eriugena's Interpretation of the
Pseudo-Dionysius,”" Studia Patristica Vol XII. Papers presented

to the 6th International Conference on Patristic Studies, Oxford,
1971. (Berlin, 1975), pp. 151-4.
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Eve}y iultiplicity descends from the unity by a causal connection
which 18 of the mental or iogical‘(dialectical) type rather than by

efficient causation. In generai in Neoplatonism every nultiplidﬁy
itself involvesz numerical increase and at the saﬁc time & limitation
of its own causal efficacy. There is an increasing dcteruination and
limitation with the normal spatio~temporal world understood as the
‘most limited. Nevertheless the original unity from which the
multiplicity descends is thought of at the same time as_both
transcendent to the s&stem an;.as omnipresent and immanent through
the ;ysten. The human self 1s somehow thought of as not solely
belonging to the domain of multiplicity, but of containing in itself
sufficient unity that it caﬁ in fact participate in the highest unity
1tse1£‘and actually has is proper domain there. Furthermore, the
-normal éategories of this world (expressed by Plotinus and Eriugena
as the Aristotelean_categories and by the Gerﬁan' ideali;tc as the
Kantian categories) ar; not considered to apply ﬁeyond the dé:ain of
the lower types of reason. Eriugena accepts this overall ccheme with
modifications ~ for him for example the outgoing of the causal chain
does not necessarily imply a diminution of the power of the éause,

cnd indeed he tends to treat cause and effect as coexisting on the

same ontological 1level. Otherwise he operates with a similar

Sl. P. Merlan, From Platonism to Neoplatonism (The Hague, 1953),
P in. See also P. Hadot's introduction to Le néoplatonisme.
Colloque international du CNRS No.535 (Paris: CNRS, 1972), pp. 1-2;
and C. "~ ds= Vogel's essay, "A propos de quelque aspects dits
Néoplatonisants du Platonisme de Platon,” in the same volume, pp.
7-17. See uliso R.T. Wallis, Neoplatonism (London, 1972).
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dialectical and dynamic scheme of unity and difference. Eriugena's
view of the relationship of mind to that dynamic order or hierarchy

is of particular interest.

It 4z, strictly speaking, sowmething of a distortion of
Neoplatoni;n to maintain that it argues for a rigid hierarchy of
levels of reality which emanate by a kind of unalterable eternal
necessity- from a One who is beyond all being and thought. Although
indeed this interpretaﬁion of hierarchy is found in ~traditional
Neoplatonist authors, more careful reading immediately brings out a
vital 'qualification to this interpretation, nanély ihat the
Neoplatonists envisage the mind (or nous -~ perhaps understood as a
collective mind) and subjectivity as the true source of being and as
the cause and principle of the descent from the One. Already in
Plotinus, ana certainly in writers of the traditiop of Iamblichus-and’
Proclus, there . is to be found what o;eAcommen:atpr has called a
"telesoping” of the hierarchies, in other words, the hierarchies are
not taken to be strict hypostases unders:oqd as substances, but
are understood to be contained within one another. according to a
dialecgical and ultimately ‘epistenologiénl order, which can be
altered by the wind which is producing and working the dialectic.
Neoplatonism can therefore be read as emphasising that beiﬁg is
dependent on intellect and that the nature of the intellectual world
must first be understood if the material cosmos is to be explained.
Neoplatonism and Idealism both defend a kind of higher tﬁinking,

intellection, or non-discursive immediacy, which 1c‘thé essence of
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the idealist understanding of mind. We shall discuss this conceft éf
mind and knowledge 1in _subsequent chapters. Furthermore both the
Neoplatonists and the Idealists developed complex strategies for
expressing the exact nature of this intellect's powers of

self-reflection and self-knowledge.

Neoplatonism stronglv affirms that reality is dependent on the '
point éf 'vicw of the observer - a principle which is implicit in
Plato'srnegubli;.where the Divided Line officially recognises that
not all reality is8 available unless the onloocker can zain
theoria.sz Moreover the assimilation of the Plaﬁonic
Forms or Ideas to the Divine Mind in Philo and later Christian
Platonists overcomes Platonic realism in favour of a full idealiswm
where =mind has priority over, and gives reality to all 6£het
being;.s3 It is this aspe;t of Neoplatonism which attracted
the German Ideglistc in the 19;hAccntury-uho came upon a complex

order of levels of knowing in later Neoplatonic authors, especially

52. See R. Brumbaugh, "Plato's Divided Line,” Review of
Metaphvsics 5 (June 1932), pp. 529-534. While I agree in general
with G. Vlastos's assertion in his essay "Degrees of Reality 1in
Plato,” in R. Bambrough, New Essays on Plato and Aristotle
(London: ° RKP, 1965), pp. 1-20, that Plato's ontology is a
consequence of his epistemology, I disagree with Vlastos's claim that
Plato recognised only one form of knowledge. I believe that Plato
himgself at 1least implicitly recognised the need for a more complex

ordering of powers of knowing such as was developed by the 1later
Neoplatonists.

53. See A.H. Armstrong, "The Background to the Doctrine that the
Intelligibles are not outside the Intellect,” Entretiens Hardt 5
(Geneva, 1960), pp. 393-425.
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Proclus and the Alexandrines.s“ The German Idealist
interest in the structures of intellect and consciousness also led to
the revival of interest in Eriugena &s we have already shown.

Kolakowski, for example, in his Main Currents of Marxism,

discusses Plotinus and Eriugena as creators of a system which was a

precursor of Hegelian dialectic.ss

Thus.Eriugena°s Neoplatonism is a form of idealism and can be
examincd-,in connection with the later development of German Abtsolute
Idealian.56 We must be careful then not to read Eriugena's
system df nature as an attempt to interpose a firm hierarchical order

- of "natures” between God and the human self. Rather, as we shall
see, the human wmind and the divine mind interpenetrate and
intercunnect to produce the dynamic sphere of the orders “of .nature.
We shall examine ériugenp's use of the concepts of - the nous as the
defining cﬁaracteristic of -;n‘and the nature of hupaﬁ self-knowledge

in succeeding chapters, where we shall be arguing that Eriugena

54. See W. Beierwaltes, Platoniswus und Idesliswmus (Frankfurt,
1972).

55. L. Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxism, Vol. 1 (Ooxford,
oxford U.P., 1978), pp. 17-31.

56. M. Burnyeat in his essay "Idealism and Greek Philosophy: What
Descartes Saw and Berkeley Missed,"” in G. Vesey, ed., Idezlism.
Past and Present (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1982), pp.19-50, has
argued against the possibility of applying the term "idealist™ to any
ancient zuthor. However this view has been contested by R. Sorabji,
in Time, Creation and Continuum (London: Duckworth, 1983), pp.

. 287-96, as ignoring writers like Gregory of Nyssa who were genuine:
idealists. ' :
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defends both the transcendence of the human mind over all things and
" the productive capacity of the mind to be one with itz sbiects and to
produce its objects merely by thinking about thenm. Both are

important features of Neoplatonism and Idealism.
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Chapter Three

Dialectic, Philosophv and the Life of the Mind

1. Dialectic as the Life of the Mind

One of the main features of Eriugena's philosophy which
impressed Hegel and the_ German Idealists was his use of a
sophisticated dialectic with mowments of progression anq recollection
which the Idealists took to be identical uitﬂ their own diaiectical
method. We must therefore examine Eriugena's conception of
dialectic to see whether it does conform to the lIdealist paétern.
Since Eriugena is separated from German phi!osophy by a gap of a
thousand years we must recover Ertugena's-nethod of dialecéic thfough

a careful hermeneutic of the historical meanings of philosophy in the

early medieval period.l

In this chapter we shall explore Eriugena's underst@nding of the
nature of dialectic (which was contained within philosophy) to see

whether he remains enclosed within the boundaries of the Carolingian

1. On Hegel's dialectic and its relation to classical philosophy see
H.-G. Gadamer, "Hegel and the Dialectic of Ancient Philosophers,” in
Hegel's Dialectic Five Hermeneutical Studies (New Haven: Yale
U.P., 1976). On the meaning of dialectic in general, see the entry,
"Dialectic,” in The Encvclopedia of Philosophy, Vol. I (New
York,1967), pp. 385-89, which unfortunately neglects the crucial
phase in dialectic of Plotinus, Proclus and later Neoplatonism. For
Neoplatonic  dialectic " see A.C. Lloyd, "Neoplatonic Logic and
Aristotelean Logic," Phronesis I (1955-6), pp. 58-72; 146-60.

65
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world-view, or whether his concept transcends the intellectual limits
of that time to achieve transhistorical status as a universal wmethod
of philosophy. We shall argue that his exposure to Byzantine
Christian culture led him to develop a new conception of the_ nature

of philosophy which is more radically intellectualist and

ideslist than any conception of philosophx to be found in the Latin
wvest in his time. Through the Greeks he came to medify his
understanding of diflectic to 1nélude a negativer dimension,
developed frqm the extension of the Eantefn method of negative
theology (where it is applied to God) té apply to hunaﬁ nature and to
the uorld.2 He therefore combined the traditional western

Latin concept of dialectic (as the discipline of logié) with Greek
negative dialectic to produce & neg_underctanding of dialectic which
indeed is comparable to the -thod of dialectic of- the later

Idealists.

Furthermore he understood dialectic to represent the life of the
mind (intellectus or nous) itself with its outgoing and rgturn
movements, its affirmative and negative capabilities. The wmind's
operati;nc are dialectical operations so that in dencr;bing dialectic
Eriugena is not just talking about arlogical art or method but about

the nature and workings of the mind itself. Eriugena agrees with

2. We shall argue that Eriugena expands negative dialectics to
include a negative anthropology and a negative cosmology. Om the
claim that Cusanus is the first to take terms (such as infinity)
vhich applied primarily to God and to apply them to describe the
world, see A. ‘Koyté, From the Closed UWorld to the Infinite
Universe (Baltimore, Md., 1957), p. . 18. .
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Plotinus's account of dialectic in Ennead I.11i.4:
We must not think of it as the nére tool of the
metaphysican: Dialectic does not consist of bare theories
and rules: it deals with verities; Existences are, as it
were, Matter to it, or at least it proceeds methodically
towards Existences, and possesses itself. at the one step,
cf the notions and of the realities. ’
Philcsophy becomes for Eriugena the vehicle of the mind 1itself,
expressing ‘the life of the human mind in its dialectical movements of
outgoing and return, unfolding and enfolding in perfect
correspondence with the movements of the cosmos itself. Eriugena
moreover sees the work of philosophy as intimately related to the
activity of the soul's return to God, the soul is restored to God
through philosophy.

2. The Carolingian Understanding of Dialectic

As we ha;e already seen, some recent interpretations of.ﬁrlugena~
have soughf to placé him squarely within the Latin dialectical
tradition of early medieval Europe and have sought toi deny his
radical 1isolation or his alleged role as an astonishingly original -
thinker in philosophy. J. Marenbon has argued,for example, that
Eriugeﬁa's work is best understood within the intellectual tradition
of Alcuin and his immediate followers, a group of Carolingian
thinkers who revived and >continued the philosophiéal concerns of

Augustine and Boethius after several relatively barren

3. Stephen HcKenn;, trans., Plotinus. The Enneads (London: Faber
and Faber, 1969), p. 39. This view of dialectic goes back
ultimately to Plato's Sophist 253d. ' )
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4
centuries. For Marenbon, Eriugena 1is of interest as a

commentator on the De Cateporiae Decem and is to be interpreted

as continuing the dialecticzl tradition represented by Alcuin and by

the pseudo-Augustinian De Dialecttca.s This tradition saw

dialectic as an analéan of logical interests, which inciudes division
into genera, species and *ndividualc; partition into whole and
parts; the nature of definition; substance and the categories; “as
well as the nature of the syllogism and _the square of opposition;
and also 1logical argument anq the fallacies. Eriugena had a éood
summary of this trqdition‘in Book IV of‘Hartianus Capella's Marriage

of Philology and Hercur!.6 Rhabanus #aurus, alwmost a

contemporary of Eriugena, for example " defines dialectic as "the

4. J. Marenbon, From the Circle of Alcuin to the School of
Auxerre op.- cit. See alsc E. Jesuneau, "L'héritage.de la
philosophie antique durant le haut moyen age,"” Settimani di studio
del centro {ftaliano di studi sull'alto medioevo Vol. XXII
(1975), p. 31, where Jeauneau speaks of "le grand vide™ concerning
philosophy in the 7th and 8th centuries.

5. For Augustine's understanding of dialectic, see B. Darrell
Jackson, Augustine: De Dialectics (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1975).
This pseudo~-Augustinian work was known in the ninth century (with
copies found 1in Reichenau, Auxerre, Corbie and elsewhere). It is
‘cited in the Libri Carolini. For the ninth century Dialectica

of St. Gall, see Marenbon, Early Medieval Philosophy, op. cit.,
PpP. 76-7.

6. See Johnson, Stahl, and Burge, eds., Martianus Capella and the
Seven Liberal Arts op. cit., Vol. 2, pp. 106-154. 1In this
allegory Martianug portrays Dialectic a8 a rather dangerous and
ambiguous character, full of kncwledge but with a cold demeanour and
a deadliness which can easily ensnare and trap others. She s
portrayed as holding a snake in her left hand. Eriugena on the other
hand always sees Dialectic in a positive ligh.. :
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rational discipline concerned with definitions and explanatioﬁ:. and
able even to separate truth from fallehood."7 I wish to

argue that Eriugena Aevelops the weaning of philosophy and of
dialectic (which are ultimately one and‘the same for him) far bgyond
the 1n:erpre£ation of these disciplines as articulated by Augustine,
Boethius, Isidore anq Alcuin, and in fact gives the term a radically
idealist 1interpretation. For Eriugena, philosophy is the study by
which the mind comes to a se}f—knowledge and self-understanding
concerning its own awesome power and secret nature - :h? mind is a

quasi-creator of the universe itself, and it is due to movements of

the mind that the ontological orders come to be formed.

3. Philosophy as Encyclopedic Knowledge.

First lg; us briefly eianine the traditional conception oé
-Ehilosogﬁia which Eriugena inherited from his Latin_nources. The
Latin tradition of philosophy as understood by Varro, Cicero and
their readers 1linked philosophy to the practice of education
(paideia) in a2 broad sense, philosophy signified a universal
wisdom, a rounded comprehension of things, enkyklios
gaideia.a Philosophy was closely associated with the
Liberal lhrtsg and the express aig of philosophy was the
attainment of an overall understanding of all things. Philosophy

therefore simply meant the entire summary of the knowledge of all

things in the fullest possible sense, philosophy contained and

7. See Appendix below for Rhabanus Maurus.
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included all known branches of 1learning, and vas~for the early
medieval period generally contained in encyciopedias and compendia
such as thoté of Isidore, Martianus Capella, Msacrobius and
Cassiodorus. Isidore for example defined philosophy as "the science
of gli things divine and human,” including in it not just tﬁe arts

and sciences but also relipion and theology.lo

The_Carolingian writers were in the main engaged in the recovery

of classical wisdom and relied heavily ou Isidore. They were

8. On the meaning of philosophy see the excellent study by A.-M.
Malingrey, Philosophia (Paris, 1961), and the short suwnmary of
philosophical development in F. Van Steenberghen, Introduction a
1'étude de la philosophie médiévale (Louvzin, 1974). On education
in the Latin world see H.-I. Marrou, A History of Education in
Artiquity, trans. by G. Lamb (New York, 1956) and his Saint
Augustin et 1a fin de 1a culture antique (Paris, 1949). To a
certain extent Augustine opposed himself to the classical tradition
- of paideia and was directed away from. mere curiogity about the
world by his Pauline readings, see Marrou, p. 277.

9. Cicero for exanmple calls philosophy procreatrix and
quasi-parens of the arts. See De Oratore 1.9-11. Gregory of
Nazianzus includes philosophy as one of the arts, see H.-I. Marrou,
"Les arts 1ibéraux dans 1'antiquité classique,” in Arts libéraux et
philosophie au moyen age (Paris, 1969), p. 24. For Augustine's

inclusion of philosophy into the disciplinarum 1libri see
Retractions I.6. )

10. Isidore Diff.2.39 (PL LXXXIJI.3.148-154). This definition is
ultimately of Stoic origin, see J von Arnim, Stoicorum Veterum
Frapmenta II (1923), p. 15, for the definitions of Aetius

- (Pseudo~Plutarch) and Sextus Empiricus. Eriugena could have also
found this definition in the Greek Christian writers e.g. Gregory of
Razianzus (Migne, PL XXXV 460a; XXXVI,129a), but it is common in
Philo, Clement of Alexandria and Origen. For its appearance in Latin
writers, see Cassfodorus Institutiones JII.{411.5; Augustine,
Contra Academicos I.vi; Alcuin, De Dialectica I (PL CI 952);
and Rhabanus Haurul De Universo XV.i (PL CXI.4l6a).
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especially concerned to classify and collate- existing knowledge
rather than to fundaxzantally alter the traditional structure and
generallyrreproduced the classical divisions of knowledge in terms of
the Liberal arts.ll This standard view saw philosophy as

.one of the arts, namely, logica or dialectica and also ‘as
enconpgssing the knowledge contained in all the 1liberal
arts.lz - Carolingian writers (Alcuim, Hrabanus Maurus)
understood philosophy to be more or less identical with dialectic,
understood as the science of the most general principles of the other
disciplines and ﬁence conveying the widest and deepest knowledge of
all things. So whether philosophy was identified with the arts as a
whole or with di&lectic, it was still understood within the general
conception of encyclopedic wisdom. Alcuin for example saw the arts

as the seven pillars of wisdom, and of course, since philosophy is

13

the study of wisdom, then philosophy must study the arts.

11. For Isidore's account of the arts, see Diaz y Diaz, "Les arts
1ibéraux d'aprds les écrivains espagnols et insulaires au ViIe et
VIIle si3cles,” in Arts Libéraux et philosophie au moyen age
(Paris,1969), pp. 37-46.

12. 1In fact the tendency to equate philosophy with dialectic 1is "as
old as Plato (e.g. Sophist 253ce) and is affirmed by Proclus (In
Eucl. Comm. ed. Friedlein, p. 42,15-16) who calls dialectic

the "purest" part of philosophy. For Aristotle's account see J.D.G.
Evans, Aristotle on Dialectic (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1977).
According to Macrobius Saturnalia VII.15.14, "philosophy is the art
of arts and the discipline of disciplines,” Cassiodorus repeats this
in Instit. I1.111.5, as does Isidore, Etymologiae II.xxiv.9.
This is later echoed by Hrabanus Maurus, cf. Inst. I.11T.c.xx
(PLCVII:197c). See H. de Lubac, Exégese Médievale. I. pp.

67-8. This definition allows - - philosophy to both be 1its own
discipline &and also 1include the knowledge of all the other

disciplines.
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It was not until the Aristotelean revival of the 13th century that
the intimate relation between the Liberal Arts and philosophy began

' &4
to be quettioned.l

4. The Arts and Dialectic

The tendency of Carolingian thinkers was to hold that notﬁing
‘new could - be added to philosophy since it contained tha arts, which
were themselves perfect exemplars of knowledgérvhich coula neither be
added to o; changed in any uay; The Carolingians followedAAusustiﬁ;
in holding- that the arts were perfec:; eternal, unchanging,
archetypes of knowledge. As Cassiodorus puts it: "they are neither
increased b& expansion nor diminished by contraction nor ;odified' by
any changes, but abide in their own proper nature and observe their
own rules with indisputable constancy."ls The arts were

seen as an aid to humans to resio:e their cognltiverpowers, which the

Fall had weakened and tarnished, as Hugh of St. Victor c:atch in the

13. See M.-T. d'Alverny, "La sagessc et ses sept filles. Recherches
sur les allégoires de la philoscphie et des arts libéraux du IXe au
X1le siecle,” Mélanges F.Grat I (Paris, 1946), pp. 245-278. See
also some of the studies in Arts Libérsux et philosophie au

moyen fpe (Paris, 1969). For the development of this view of

the arts in the twelfth century see J. Taylor, The Didascalicon of
Hugh of St. Victor. A Medieval Guide to the Arts (New York:
Columbia U.P., 1963).

14. St. Thomas in his Commentary on Boethius (In Boeth. De
Trin.V.l. obj.3 and reply) enswers the charge that the arts are an
adequate basis for the divisions of philosophy, by denying that they
are essential classifications corresponding to real divisions of
knowledge, and asserts instead that they are mere pedagogical steps
in the study of wisdom. Aquinas refers to Hugh of St. Victor's
Didascalicon which was deeply infleunced by Eriugena.
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12th century:
For the mind, stupefied by bodily' sensations and enticed’
out of itself by sensuous forms, has forgotten what it was,
and, because it does not remember that it was anything
different, believes that it is nothing excfgt what is seen.
But we are restored through instruction...
This restorative instruction comes from the arts. The arts were seen

az a serics of steps which lead to wisdom, moving from the moral and

practical to the intellectual and contemplative visio dei.

Eriugena does not deny zﬁe importance of the args in relation to
philésophy. indeea no writer of his time gave such enormous emphasis
to the importance of the arts for philosophy and for human 1life in
geneéal.l7 For him, as for Augustine, Boethius and :hé
other Carolingian writers as we have seen, the arts are eternal
afchctxges of knowledge which stand ab&ve the shiftiné fluctuating
activity of the nihd and-guide 1:.18 But the‘arts are also

proper to the mind, are integrated into its essence, and in fact are

natural to it. Even in the Annotationes in Marcianum the arts are

15. Cassiodorus, Institutiones II1.1i1.22. See J. Taylor, The
Didascalicon of Hugh of St. Victor, p. 195n.2. As Taylor points
out Remigius of Auxerre said that the arts would never pass awvay
because the knowable always exists. ' )

16. See Taylor, Didascalicon, op. cit., p. 4&7.

17. For Eriugena's understanding of the Liberal Arts see G. - Mathon,
"Les formes et 1a signification de la pédagogie des arts libéraux au
milieu du IXe sidcle. L'Enseignement palatin de Jean Scot Erigene,"

in Arts 1libéraux__et philosophie su woyen Bge (Paris/Montréal,
1967), pp. 47-64. :
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said to wmake the soul 1nmorial (since the arts are immortal, the mind
which contemplates them unceasingly will itself be made’ izmortal),

and in the D& Praedestinatione, ignorance of the arts can be seen

to lead to the gravest dangers including heresy and eternal
damnation. It 1s within this context that Eriugena can say,
commenting on Martianus, that "no one entergs heaven except through
philosophy,” that is that the arts and study of knowledge b-ingz about

Ting

the immortal happiness of the soul. The Liberal - Arts, in the
Periphyseon, are actually understood as the seven gifts of the Holy
Spirit conferring wisdom and grace on those contemplating them, but

mwore importantly, as we shall see, the liberal arts and dialectic are

seen to be one with the Logos, Christ Himself.

The framework is Augustihian. but Eriugena goes on to integrate
the arts into the mind ;tself so that it is ﬁot so =uch that the arts
are eternal, unchang;ng and transcend the mind,-but tha£ the wind is
co-eternal with the arts (e.g. I1.486c) and through the arts the mind
comes to ;eglise its true transcendent nature. Thus mind and arts
are actually co-etérnal. and both of them partake in the infinite
unchanging wisdom of God. Eriugena's placing of the arts in the mind
makes them into faculties or habits or powers of the mind. They
actually fulfil the role of epistemological categories of the mind

itself (as we shall see in the Chapter Five). At present we wish

18. For Augustine's understanding of the arts as Platonic archetypes

see R.J. 0'Connell, Art and the Christian Intelligence in St.
Augustine (Oxford: Oxford U.P.,1978), pp. 28-49, Eriugena was

strongly influenced by Augustine's De Libero Arbitrio. .
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merely to stress hou.Eriugena develops and transforms the inherited

understanding of philosophy, and reinterprefa it in idealist terms.

When the Carolingians did make separate reference to philoscphy,
they stuck fairly rigidly to the tripartite division of philosophy
into ethics,logic and physics, as found in classical writers and in
Augustine and {sidore. Such a tripartite division actually cuts
;cross :ﬁé classification of philosophy as one of the art; i.e.
dialectic, and indicates some confusion as to éhe place of ethics (as
a practical rather than "liberal™ art) and physics in relation to the
structufe o¢ knowledge 1in genéral.lg These traditional
classifications of philosophy had the effect of severely llnitihg the
possibility of developing new sciences or a genuinely metaphysical
science of being until the revival of Aristotle finally shattered

thig rigid framewvork.

Eriugena makes use of these standard classifications .of
philosophy (i.e. philosophy as one of the 1liberal arts, or

philosophy as based on triadic division into ethics, physics and

19. Augustine refers to the tripartite division of philosophy in
De Civ. Dei 11.25 (PL XLI. <338). This division can be found

in Aristotle, Topics 105b. 1Isidore Diff. 2,39 (PL LXXXIII, 93).
Alcuin refers to 1t in his De Dialectica (PL.CI 952¢c). Eriugena.
uses the divigion in an unconventional way at IIX.705b where he
extends the tripartite division 1into a fourfold (quadriforma)
division to include theology, using terms found i1in =rsclus (see
Sheldon-Williams Vol 1III p. 319n57). Eriugena gives a different
distinction of ethics and physics at I11.700. Eriugena draws on the
Greeks to enlarge the wmeaning of physics to include his "physiology."
Hugh of St. Victor 1is credited by Gilson as initiating the
distinction between theology and philosophy which came to be so
important for the 13th century.
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logic) >but he never simply adopts them without giving them ; n?w
interpretation and offers a different organisation =i knowledge,
which however was not developed by his‘luccessors. Thus Eriugena
makes the threefold classification into a fourfold one by integrating
theologia, theology, into th; discipline of philosophy. Eriugena,
furthermore, actually invents his own science which he refers to in
‘the. Periphyseon as physiologia (IV. 741¢c), a science which
studies tye reasons of nature (See I11.700b where physica is said
to ‘study the "substantial r;asons" ;f nature)-20 Thus

Eriugena links pﬁyiics. vhich he defines as knowledge (scisntia) of
causes and effects, to theology as wisdom (sapientis) and as the
contemplation of God, and furt#er neﬁtions moral practice as the
means of attaining to physics at 111.629;. All forms of knowing flow
together in contenﬁlation, whether it is contemplation of nature or
of God. Eriugena is expanding the meaning of'theselintellectual
disciplines such that they sll séudy the movement and return of
universal nature (which includes both God and the creature) and can
be all thought of as a complicated contemplation, & multiplex

theoria.

20. Eriugena could have found the term in Dionysius De Div. Nom.
648a, see M. de Gandillac, Oeuvres complétes de Pseudo-Denys
1'Aréopagite (Paris, 1943), p. 86. However he broadens out the
meaning considerably, see R. Roques, Structures théologigues, Pe
138. See also D. Moran, "Natura Quadriformata and the
Beginnings of Phvsiologia in the Philosophy of John Scottus
Eriugena,"” Bulletin  de Philosophie Médiévale 21 (1979), pp.
41-46. For sanother definition of physica see 111.629a. Eriugena

" is deeply influenced by Maximus's concept of physica theoria.
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This outgoing and return is measured by Dialectic. He va;tly
extended and modified the meaning of Dialectic beyond the limits of a
purely logical or classificatory Adiscipline. until it occupied a
methodological role in his system similar to the use made of
Dialectic by Hegel 'and the German 1Idealists of the nineteenth
century. Erivgena's concept of philosophy is as a contemplation of
the created world which changes the phantasies of this world into
divine theophanies. Eriugena calls this contemplation, physica

theoria, (e.g. 712b, 763c) it 18 his universitatis

contempiatio, which achieves a state of being for the viewer such
that s/he 1is absorbed, as we shall sgee, into a timeless and

locationless anarchistic infinity.

5.The Catggories and Dialectic.

Marenbon h;s convincingly argued (as we havé already séen) that
in fact some progress ;n the understanding of philosophia beiond
the mere repetition of existing concepts was made in the early
Carolingian period = in the theory of the categories- but he agrees
that, in general, the Carolingians were content to nefely pay 1lip
service ;o the 1mporta;cg of philosophy in its relation :5 the arts,
without giving any new direction to philoséphical
chinking.zl Moreover, for Marenbon, Eriug;na makes a
considerable number of basic uistakes in philoséphy because he was
not primarily motivated by philosophical considerations, but was in

fact driven by a poetic-theological concern for synthesis at  all

22
costs.
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Eriugena accepts the Aristotelean «clesssification of the

- categories which he found in the Pseudo-Augustinian De Categoriae

Decem as a useful system of classifying predicates and he -sees
them in the Porphyrian manner as the widest genera under which all
genera, species and individuals in this world can be ranged, but he
does not attribute to it the absoluteness or the completeness which
- later medieval writers will give it. In fact Eriugena spends most of
Book One of the Periphyseon arguing ;hat none of the categories
apply to God (Augustine had denied that the categories _applied to
God, except for ousia which he thought was a fitting term for

23
God). Nor do the categories apply to the human mind,

2i. See J. Marenbon, Circle of Alcuin, op. cit., pp. 67-87. On
the stages of development of categorial thinking in philosophy in the
Latin West the classic study is A. Van de Vyver, "Les étapes du
débeloppenent philosophique du hasut woyen 2ge," Revue Belpe. de
Philosophie et d'Histoire VIII (1929), pp. 425-452. For a
criticism of Marenbon's narrow. definition of philosophy see J.J.
McEvoy's review of Marenbon's Early Medieval Philosopny In the
Bulletin de théologie ancienne et wédiévale (Jan-Dec 1984), pp.
556-9. 4 .

22. See J.  Marenbon, "John Scottus and the Cateporiae Decem," in

w. Beierwaltes, ed., Eriugena. Studien zu seinen Quellen

(Heidelberg, 1980), pp. 117-134. Marenbon says that Eriugena is
mainly interested in the categories of ousia, time and place, and
he sees Eriugena‘’s discussion as providing insights into his _theory
of universals. The issue of universals had already been a source of
dispute between Macarius and Ratramnus in the ninth century.
Eriugena has been called both a nominalist (by Mandonnet) and a
realist with regard to the understanding of the being of universals.
Marenbon, Early Medieval Philosophy, pp. 635-70, says that Eriugena

saw the hierarchy of gencra and species as real rather than simply as
classes, as his Latin predecessors had interpreted them. Marenbon is

however ignoring the influence of the Greek Platonic meaning of
dialectic on Eriugena.
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which through 1its limitlessness transcends all catego;iai
determination. Eriugena here is stating a doctrine which will be
reworked by Hegel in his criticiem of Kant. In Hegel's lLogic for
example, he says that " the categories, as they meet us prima
facie and in isolation, are’ finite forms. But truth is always
infinite and cannot be expressed o gpresented to consciousness 1in
finite terms. The phrase 'infinite thought' may excite surprise, if
we adhere to the modern notion that thought is always 1limited. But
it is, speaking rightly, the very ess?ncc of thought to be
inf?nite.*za Not only ao the categories not apply .to

God25 or to the mind for Eriugena; they are not even an
exhaustive classification ot the kinds of being in this world.
Eriugenh declares at several points that substance and accident does

not comprehend all of being and that other categories could be

discovered. Thus he says at Perighxséon 11.5973:

23. See De Trinitate V.1.2 ff.

24. G.W.F. Hegel, Llogic, Encyclopedia of the Philosophical

Sciences, trans. by W. Wallace (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968),
p. 62. .

'25. Boethius in his De Trinitate chap.4 also discusses the
relationship of the categories to God, and Boethius is careful not to
attribute substantia to God in the normal manner, since God is more
truly ultra substantias, however Boethius is prepared to say God

is a substance if; substance is understood in a unified and undivided
way. Similarly Boethius believes that quality can be attributed to
God so long as we understand that substance and quality form a
complete unity (e.g. "God 1is just,” where God and justice are

identical). But for Boethius none of the other categories apply to
God. i : .
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Now the reason why I said that a closer inquiry could

discover certain things in nature in addition to those ve

comprehended within the ten categories — was that no one of

the 1less able should suppose that a thorough investigation
of things could not get further than the above mentioned

quantity of categories. (Sheldon-Williams' translation).

Eriugena also moves in ghe direction of Plotinus and ultimately of
Plato's Sophist by arguing that all the categories can be included
under the wider categories of Rest and Ho’t:ion.z6 Against

"Marenbon we say that while Eriugena did pay considersble attention to
the categofies aﬂd did indeed add toAtheir interpretation, he ua; in
fact not interegted in them for their own sake, Sut mereiy was using
them to demonstrafe some 1important aspects of immanence and
transcendence.27 Eriugena will exclude ﬁo: only God and the

human mind from the categories, he will go on to argue, as we shall
see (ChapterVSeven below), that the Primary Causes of eternal reasdns

of things are beyond the sphere of the categories. Eriugena

therefore really rejects the domain of the categories as the
dialectician's wmain concern.- Eriugena moves the meaning of dialectic

far beyond the categories to apply to the processes of God, the

universe and the mind as a whole.

26. For Plotinus's criticism of the Aristotelean categories, see J.P.
Anton, "Plotinus' Approach to Categorial Theory,” in R. Baine
Harris,ed., The Significance of Neoplatonism (Albany,NY: SUNY Pr.,
1976), pp. 83-~100.

27. For further discussion of the categories, see J.F. Courtine, "La
dimension spatin-temporelle dans la problématique catégoriale du De
divisione . naturae de Jean Scot Erigéne,” Les Etudes
Philosophiques 3 (1980), pp. 343-67. -
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Furthermore, we disagree with Marenbon's contention that
Eriugena was led to conceptual confusions by his subordination of -
rational phthsophical demands to theological desires. Rather ge
believe Eriugena to be one of the most careful rationalists in
antiquity, and to have attempted to subordinate all other demands,
including the exigencies of ecclesiastical authority and patristic
.auctoritas, to his overall philosophical needs and to his

dialectical method.

6. Philosophy as the Imitation of Christ

We began by showing the manner in which Eriugena reinterprets
the philosophical idiom of his gime and reorients diale;tic :oAhis
new concerns. We must now show how Eriugena reinterprets ghe
relationship of philosophy to Christ ( who Qas understood to be the
Wisdom which ghilosoghié seekg) in an intellectuaiint and idealist.
manner, such that Christ becomes for him, as for the laéer German
mystics 1like Eckhart, the name of both the true infinite
understanding -of ‘all things and the totality of things
understood. Christ is the unity of knower and known and is the

name of the kind of intellectual state of being and knowing which all

men seek.za To pursue dialectic is to enter into the

28. See Eckhart's sermon, Videte Qualem Caritatem (Schuermann,
trans., op. cit., p. 131): "It should be understood that to know
God and to be known by God, to see God and to be seen by God, are one
according to the reality of things.” Cusanus likewise sees Christ as
"the centre and the circumpherence of intellectual nature" (De
Docta Ignorantia III1.8.232, Hopkins, op. cit., p. 144).
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)
intellect of Christ Himself.

Philosophy was not only defined in terms of 1its content in
classical philosophy, it was also understood in terms of itsg telos
or goal. Philosophy aims at the realization of uisdom.zg
For Christian philosophers, of course, ui;don wags not to be
understéod solely in terms of the accumulation of secular knowledge
about the ;orld. but ﬂad to include the attempts of the human soul to
become one with Christ who is Wisdom itself. For Christiaﬁs from the
earliest period the wisdom which philosophy seeks had been identified
with the Christ of the New Testament, based on pronouncemehtn such ;s
Paql 1Cor30, and the Carolingian writers also developed this theme.

Thus, for Eriugena as for Augustine and Dionysius, Christ is wisdom

(Periphvseon 11.545a,552a, 557¢,559b etc). Christ 4is the

thesaurus scientiae et sapientiae (I.SASb)30 and

since philosophy is the studium sapientiae (De

Praedestinatione 357c), then philosophy in particular seeks Christ.

As an eleventh century writer would later exprease it ipsa

philosophia Christus.al Dialectic itself is Christ.

29. The distinction between defining philosophy in terms of its
subject-matter and its goal was wmade by the late Neoplatonic
commentators on Porphyry's Isapope -~ Ammonius, David and Elias.
For them the aim of philosophy was to attain likeness to God.

30. At Periphyseon IV.743c Eriugena acknowledges that wisdom flows
from the Trinity as a whole, not just from Christ.

3]. See M.~-M. Davy, Initiation médievale. La _philosophie au
douziéme siecle (Paris, 1980), p. S57.
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The philosopher's desire ﬁo gain knowledge and wisdom unites
with the Christian's desire to follow and iiitate‘the 1ife of Christ.
This equation, fundamental to the middle ages, had beén made as early
as Justin Martyr and found systematic expression in writers such as
Clénent of Alexandria and Augustine. Eriggena however interprets the

equation in his own peculiarly intellectualist uay.32

In line wiih Augustine's use of St. Paul, Eriugena iﬁterpreta
the seeking of Christian wisdom as a _sheddiné_of the outer man
{IV.753a~b), the old man (vetus homo) symbolised as Adam, and
abanddning mere vain curiosity concerning the workings of this world,
in favour of putting on of the new man, the inner man (2. gg:.
4:16), the superior man who will think spiritual rather than carnal
thoughts, (II.544b; 1IV.756b) and will develop a new self which will

] be a perfect image §£YChrist himself.33 Eriugena interprets
this change of vie&point in the Platonic manner as a- shifting from
temporgl to eternal values. Llet us illustirate this with a quote from
Book IV chap.5, 753b-c:
A For whoever lives perfectly not only utterly despises his

body and the life by which it is administered and all the

corporeal senses along with the things which he apprehends

through them, and all irrational motions which he perceives
in himself, zlong with the wmemory of all changeable things;

32. For later discussions, sce R. Baron, Science et sagesse chez

Hugues de Saint-Victor (Paris, 1957) and Hugh of St. Victor,
Didascalicon, trans. by J. Taylor, (New York, 1968).

33. This theme becomes very important in the new spiritual movements

of the fifteenth century, see S. Ozment, Howo Spiritualis (Leiden:
Brill, 1969). :
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he even cruches and destroys them insofar as he can, lest
they prevail in him in any way. He strives wholly ro die
to them and to have them die to him; but inscizr as he
participates in celestial Essence, he. renews himself,
rising from day to day, i.e. from virtue to virtue, with
divine grace moving him, working with him, guiding him and
bringing fulfilment. The nature shared by man with animals
is called flesh, but that which participates in celestial .
Essence is wind (mens and animus) or
intellect.

This is .a boldly Platonic and idealistic assessment of the 1life of
philosophy, comparable for example to Iamblichus's view of philosophy

which Carlos Steel says means "to lead a pure 1life without

contemination by matter, and at the same time to acquire insight,

without error, into true bcing.“3s

Philosophy then is the vehicle for the recoverz36 of
the human perfect self, and will restore human nature to itself.
Eriugena expresses this in a radical and theologically ambiguous

manner: for him homo perfectus Christus est, the perfect man

is Christ (II. 54lc and IV.743c). This comes dangerously close to

34. Uhlfelder translation, pp. 220-221. Yet, as we shall see, this
thorough-going spirituality does not lead to ignorance concerning the
working of nature for Eriugena. Eriugsna adapts Augustine's argzucent
that Christians should make use of the arts like the Jews using the
"spoils of the Egyptians,” and he firmly believes, as we shall see,
that philosophers wust inquire into the causes of things, moving
gradually from the outward appearances to the inner reasons of
things. (See Periphyseon III.723b).

35. See Carlos Steel, The Changing Self (Brussels, 1978), p. 15.

36. On the meaning of recovery, see G. Ladner, The Idea of Reform
(New York, 1567).
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saying that Christ is the name given to universal human nature ;hen
it has perfected itself through the practice of philosophy, not Just
the name of an actual historical person. Indeed Eriugena operates
quite consciously with this assumption: philosophy is not just the
imitation of Christ, but is the actual business of reuniting
completely with Him, by gaining the point of view which He
represents. For Eriugena, Christ represents the power of perfect
knowing as well as the "fo?n of all intelligible 1life"” (forma

omnis intellectualis vitae I1.548c). In a phrase which

Eriugena took-fron Dionysius, he states that Christ who understands
all things is the understanding of all things. Christ then is the

intellectus omnium (IXI.545b), as well as containing in Himself

the rationes of all things. Philos&phy then arrives at Christ's
understanding of'things and this brings about the return of human
nature to itself. -True philoccphy restores th; 15532 dei until
there is no separation betwueen ;nage and exemplar, between man and-
God. In the following chapter on human nature we shall develop this
theme, here we note only that Eriugena conceives of philo:bphy and
Christian faith as having the same goal - that of leading the -;nd
back to its true perfect naéure by the practice of 1nte11eétu31

knowing.

7. Philosophy as Dialectic

How does philosophy proceed? Philosophy proceeds by weans of
dialectic as we have seen. ‘Erlugéna sees the reform of the mind.

being carried out by the progressive realization of the human being's
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intellectual potential. There wmust therefore be & gra&uai
development away from the senses with their phantasies through reason
and ratiocination to achieve the  heights of intellectual
contemplation. This 1s in fact only .one aspect of the
dialectic.37 Eriugega seegs the mind dialectically extending

itself outwards into reason and sense, moving from universality .to
particularity, from non-being to being, from unknown to known, from

unknowing to knowing.

Eriugena took this understanding of the dialectical wmovement of
the mind from Maximus andv Dionysius. He uses a descripfion of
dialectic which in fact is found in Proclus ;nd his followere, which
divides dialectic into four parts - dialectic, horistic, apodictic
and analytic (De Praed. 358;).38 But wmore usually
ériugena speaks of. only two branche;-of dialectic - division and

resolution (or return):

The discipline of dialectic is divided into two parts:
diairetike, and snalvtike., Diairetike presides over

the division, it divides the unity of the superior genera
from above downvards to the individual which end the
division. Analytike, on the other hand, beginning with
the individuals which it recollects and reunites, mounts up
the same stages that diairetike has descended, returning
everything to the unity of the higher genera.

37. On the concept of dialectic, see J. Trouillard, "La notion
d'analyse chez Erig@ne." in R. Roques, ed., Jean Scot Erig?nc et
1'histoire de 1la philosophie (Paris, 1977), pp. 349-56.

38. See I.-P. Sheldon-Williams's article in The Mind of Eriugena
(Dublin, 1973}, p. 3.
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Eriugena associates both movements together and frequently aaysA tﬂat
the return takes place through the same steps as the exitus (See
I1.532a and Exposit. 184c-185b). Dislectic is not Jjust how the
mind proceeds, it is slso the way the hierarchy of reslity itself is
ordered. Sheldon-Williams has commented that "the thoroughness with
which Eriugena applies the principles of dialectic to the whole of
reality .finds no parallel in the system of any
predecessor.”“o There is an isomorphism between thought and

being, and Eriugena tend; to see reason as the wmethod by which the
infinite and nameless One is gradually expanded into its hierarchy of
descending orders. Not only is the mind active in processing this
order, its owﬂ nature is similarly ordered. He seems to speak of this

order in two ways - as a vertically descending order and also as =&

horizontal expansion where there is no diminution of being as it

flous ohtuards.

Eriugena speaks as if it is the dialectical movement of the mind
which brings about the orde;s of reality and this is indeed his inner
intention. But he occasionally slips into a more realist position,
for example at IV.749a where he says that the dialectical processes

are actually placed in reaslity by God and are afterwards discovered

39. See J. Barbet, ed., Johnannis Scotti Expositiones in
Ierarchiam ch. VII, 184c~-d. On Eriugena's definition of analysis
and analytics see I.472b, II.526b. Eriugena uses a variety of terms
for analysis, including reductio, reditus, restauratio,
regsolutio. :

40. Sheldon-Williams, Periphyseon Vol. II. p. 215nll.
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there by ¢the human mind. While this is strictly true, it wust be
understood that he is here talking of the ﬁrocease: as they occur
outside -of the failen human condition. Eriugena is in no doubt that
the fallen human mind is responsible for the distorted orders of
realit& it itself produces. Furthermore Eriugena actually aesociatel
the human and divine - minds, the analytic of dialectic with the
. process of deification of human nature, as he says at Expositiones
184c. By performing the reductions of Dialectic! we humans éan

become deified and share in the dialectical procession of

41
realities!

8. The Naturerof the Mind

In fact Eriuéena conceives of the mind in terms of a tripartite
and hierarchically ordered division of intellect (nous), reason
(logos), and inner_ sense (d;anoiaAIId569b). In 1:; purest state
the mind -10 pure 1intellect, human nature is a8 pure i-naterial
intellectual spirit. This nous is spoken of wmetaphorically as
being in sn eternal or timeless motion around its cause which is God,
and in fact Eriugena says that, as with God, gﬁe human mind i1is not
differcﬂt from its acts or motions: "For as youlunderctand it is not

one thing for our nature to be and another thiﬁg for it -to move"

(11.570a~-b).

Eriugena goes on to say that the human being is identical with

41. See also his preface A0 the Versio Maximi lf95céll96a.
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its intellect:

For we -are not other (non aliud) than our
understandings; for our true and ultimate essence is

understaaging shaped by the contemplation of truth.
IV.780c.

This mind has what might be tersed a "horizontal" expansion of

ousia, dynamis, and enerpeia, but this eipansion is dragged.

. downwards to form a "vertical"™ hierarchy by the attachment of the
mind to the things of sense; which sensible things ultinaiely act to
obscure f;om the mind its knowledge of its true nature as fmmaterial

and self-creating.

9. The Motions of the Mind

Let us examine the action of the mind in a little more detafl.
.Eriugena portrays the activity of the mind in metaphorical terms as a
series of movements. These movements are one with the soul itself,

"for the essential being (essentialiter esse) of the soul is not

other (non aliud) than its being moved substantially

(substantialiter moveri)™ ]:I.S?lob..l‘3 The nature of the

highest motions of the mind (i.e. those which move around the

42. Sheldon-Williams's unpublished translation. Uhlfelder's
translation of this passage (Uhlfelder, op. cit., p. 255) loses the
sense of the non aliud, which is crucial for the philosophical
interpretation of the passage which deals with difference and
identity at the level of intellect. See Cusanus De Li Non Aliud,
trans. J. Hopkins, op cit., (Minneapolis, 1979).

43. I have altered Sheldon-Williams's translation here (Vol. 11.

P 111) 4in order to bring out the philosophical identity of being -
and movement expressed in this passage. )
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Godhead) srz circular and timeless, but it has a slightly diff;reﬁt
motion- around the Primary Causes and yet another around the Effects
of those Causes (II.570b). Nevertheless all of these 1nt;11ectua1
motions have a defined path, a notiqn which Eriugena found in
Maximus, but which has a long history in Greek tﬁought.“k

Eriugena calls this highest motion of the soul "simple" and says that
it "surpasses the nature of the soul itself and cannot be
interpreted" (II.572c). In fact Erjugena speaks of the mind's
cigéular motion as anarchos, indicating that he understands the
human mind to operaté in a boundless and limitless frcé-play. As we.
shall see in discussing the Primordial Causes (in Chapter Seven
below) the mind has the power to circle endlessly - and more
inpérthntly at random and without any preconceived order - through
all of the causes which themselves are like the radii .of a circie,
which can bé determined as having An ordef b;ginning from any point.
Nevertheless, the mind does externalise itself in a particularly

ordered and hierarchical way. Eriugena conceives of the intellect as

44, See, for example, L. Ballew, Straipht and Circular. A Study
of Imagery in Greek Philosophy (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1979). For

the theme in mystic writers, see A, Gardeil, "Les mouwvements directs,
en spirale, cirsulaire de 1'2me et les oraisons mystiques,” Revue
Thomiste 30 (Paris, 1925), pp. 321-340. See also E. Hugueny,
"Circulaire, rectiligne, hélicoldal, les trois degrés de 1la
contemplation”, Rev. de Sciences phil. et théol. 8 (1924),

PD- 327-31. For the wmotions of the soul in Dionysius see De
Divinis Nominibus IV.10 (PG 1I1.705b-c, and 916c-d), and for
Maximus see I Ambigua VI.3, (PG XCI. 1112d). For ancient doctrine
see Aristotle Physics 261b. See also S. Gersh, From lamblichus

to Eriugena (Leiden, 1978), pp. 72-76, who finds the doctrine
in Hermias, In Phdr. 20.27ff. ’
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proceeding or emanating outwards into reason and sense which give the

- mind two further motions - straight and spiral.

The second motion of the mind is the motion of reason (lgggg)
which 12 linked to intellect &as essence is to power, ousias to
dynzais. This wotion of the soul is called "natural”™ (573a), since
it Delongs within the limits of the soul itself and in this motion,
‘God is #eea as Cause, and here the soul operates its with own

. knowledge (gcientis). Thic is a "straight" movement, a reasoning

from causes to effects, from premisses to conclusion.

Eriugena sees reason as a motion which is "born" of intellect:

The second motion of the soul, then, is reason, which is
understood as a kind of substantial seeing in the mind
(veluti gquidam obtutus substantialis in animo)

and a kind of art begotten of it and in it, in which it
foreknows and precreates the things which it wishes to
make; and therefore . is not unreasonably named its form,
for the intellect in itself 1is unknown but begins to becowe
manifest both to itself and to others in its form, which is
reason. Periphyseon I1I.577b.

This is a crucial.passage. Eriugena understands reason as the form
of the intellect which itself is formless. It is however also born
of the 1nte11ec£ and is the ;reation of the intellect, since creation
for Eriugena is nelf—nanifeltation. But reason as the manifest being
of intellect (understood here as non-being) is also ‘the

self-knowledge of intellect:

For the human mind begets from itself as a kind of
offspring of itself the knowledge by which it knows itself,
and the knowledge of itself is equal to itself because it
knows 4{itself as a whole, in the likeness of God the Father
Who begets from Himself His Son Who is His Wisdom by which
He knows Himself, and His Son is equal to Him because He
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understands Him as a whole, and is co-essential with the
Father because Whom the Father begets He becsts from

Himself. 1I.603b.

Here intellect is understood to be a kind of One which exists above
even its own self-knowledge and this self-knowledge 1s treated as a
created essencé or emanation from itself in the manner in which the
Father begets the Son in the Trinitarian relationship. Eriugena is

'giving here his own version of the concept of the birth of the Son in
the soul which was to emerge 85 a major theme in Eckhart
For Eriugena, the birth of the Son in the soul s the epistemological
event by which the reason comes to know itself as the intellect
become self-conscious and thus reunites with it. But reason comes to
self-awvareness of .1ts function by proceeding through the arts which

are its own enerpgeia or actuality. -

‘The third noveneht of the soul is "mixed" and represents the
manner  in wvhich the soul processes the data of sense, the

phantasiai and relates them to their divine causez (see 11.573b). -

These movements outwards of the human nous constitute the
dialectic of the human wmind. They are balanced by a reditus,
return or recollccgion of all these a;pects of the mind back into
intellect. It 1s this epi;tenological movement of exitus and

reditus that constitutes dialectic and the wmeaning of the

45. The classic study is K.G. Kertz, "Meister Eckhart's Teaching on
the Birth of the Divine Word in the Soul," Traditio 15 (1959), pp.
327-63. For a more detailed discussion of Eriugena's theory of human
self-knowledge see Chapter Five below.
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practice of phiiosophy itself for Eriugena. There is in this re;pe;t
an isomorphism between thought and reality. The mind creates or
produces its own hierarchical structur; of functions and retains them
all within its unchanging unity. It is the business of philosophy to

trace this exitus and reditus of the human mind, and in so doing

to reiorm mind to its true nature. Philosophy must begin with the
. senses, but must learn to understand them in the light of reason and
gradually progress towards intellectual ingights or intuitions which

take the mind into & timeless realm where knower and known are one.

10. The ldentity of Knower and Known

So far we have shown that Eriugena identifies the nature of the
philosophical practice of dialectic with the nature of the =ind
itself. Furthermore, we have seen that philéeophy aims to achieve
the wisdom 6f Christ,.uho Himself is ynders:ood as the intéileétio; -
and understahding of all things. We must now go on to show that
Eriugena identifies the essencerof the divine mind with the essence
of the human mind, snd in both cases sees their intellection as
productivé of their being, rather than vice versa. in this respect
Eriugena is articulating an idealist thesis of the depéndence of

being on mind, and he is also foreshadowing the interpretation of the

relation of esse to intellectus 1later developed in Eckhart's

Parisian Questions.
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Eriugena holds a very curious theory concerning the relationship ‘
of the human mind to being. At the level of reason there is a
separation of knower and known, subject and object, such thar the
mind has to reason towards the essence of the thing known. At the
level of intellect ho;ever, Eriugena accepts the standard Neoplatonic
view that knower and known are one. As Eriugena frequently states:
" the intellection of all things is the being -of &1l

th!u'tgi:.""6 At  this 1level the mind has immediate

47
non-discurcive knowledge of its objects, and furthermore

the being of these objects is not other than their being grasped

by the mind. Originaliy Eriugena argues that all objects have their

46. 559ab. Intellectus enim omnium essentia omnjum’ est.

See also 559b31-2 where Eriugena associates this idea with Dionysius.
See also II.535cd; II.596b; 1II11.632d, and IV.768b. Eriugena means
that the being of  things is their being known in the Divine Mind.
However since the human mind is originally one with the Divine,- then
the being of things is also their being known by the human mind. =R.
Roques has pointed out that in fact Dionysius means something quite
different, namely that things are known in so far a8 they have being,
which is a realist position. Eriugena however .deliberately
distorts Dionysius to fit his own idealist framework. See Roques,
"Remarques sur la signification de Jean Scot Erigine." Divinitas 11
(1967), p- 285n130. It is deliberate, because Eriugena correctly
translates Dionysius at PL CXXIY.1073a.

47. A.C. Lloyd has written the classic studies of the nature of
this non-discursive intellectual knowing. See hig "Non-Discurgive
Thought - An Enigma of Greek Philosophy,” Proceedings of the
Aristotelean Society 70 (1969-70), pp. 261-75. R. Sorabji has
recently attempted to reinterpret this notion, see his "Myths about
Non-Propositional Thought,” in M. Schofield and M. Nussbaum, eds.,
Languape and Lopos (Cambridge, 1982), pp. 294-314. I agree with
Lloyd's interpretation. Sorabji denies that non-propositional
thought is to be found in Plotinus, which I see as interpreting the
activity of intellect through the eyes of rationasl understanding,
which Hegel and others have criticised, I think correctly.
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being through being thought in God's or in Christ's mind, But he
moves without seeming difficulty to a position, which holds that the
minds of the wise are'productive of the objects which they know.
At many points in the Periphyseon Eriugena interprets Dionysius's
remark that ghe being of things is their being known 1n> an
intellectualist and idealist manner. The mind produces the world
-which it knows through intellect. (Intellect, -of course, 1is
infallible for Eriugena - as is reason so long as it allows itself to
be guided by intellect. It is only at the lower level that error
enters). Not only Qre knower and-knoun one, hut Eriugena says, -He
are mnot other than our power of knowing. Henze not only are we

one with our objects but in -elf-khowledge we know ourselves and in
fact this knéwing is productive or creative of our own being.

11. Knowledpe and Ignorance. Differencs and Identity

Eriugena complicates this Neoplatonic intellectualist
understanding of the relationship of knower and known by introducing

the idea of docta ignoraniia (terms he does not in fact use, but

which could have been available to him through Augustine who}uses the
phrase in Epist.130.15.28, PL XXXII1.505) ;t this stage. Although
knower and known are one at the level of intellect, he also wants to
argue that a knower can never encompass or circumscribe or coipletely
envelop the object, when the object is infinite. Thus although the
human mind can know ousia as it is, this does not mean that it can

~ know precisely gﬁgi it is, only that it is. Eriugena believes

that the mind perpetu$11y~£ails to have 8 complete knovledge of its
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object and must instead settle for an infinite series of perspectival
viewing or theoriae of its object. Thus although theoria is one
with 1ts inteliectual object, this unity does not exclude & certain
internal difference between the object and the knower. Eriugena
defcnds. the idea of differenc?-vithinvunity. of theoriae which
achieve unity but still have to progress towards achieving identity
,with the object. Strictly speaking at this level there is no longer
any object at all, there is only the increasing self-understanding of
subjectivity blossoming in£o the negative dialéctic-of encounter with
intergubjcciivity, or the Other-as-itself. Philosophy is the attempt
to achieve theoriae concerning nature and God (as nature in its

infinite uspecq. but philosophy must also recognise that its

theoriae are really divine phantasies or theoghaniae.‘a

12. Dialectic and Deification
Eriugena inherited not only this Latin or Alexandrine
encyclopedic definition of philosophy.and the Christian intepretation

of philosophy as the vehicle for restoring fallen human nature to its

48. For Eringena all appearances are phantasiae, but those which
are manifestations of - the divine are wore properly called
phantasiae, On Eriugena's concept of phantasia see J.-C.
Foussard, "Apparence et apparition: 1la notion de phantasia chez
Jean Scot,” in Jean Scot Erigine et 1'histoire de 1a philosophie,
PP 337-348. On the concept of theophany see T. Gregory, "Note
sulla dottrina delle teofanie in Giovanni Scoto Eriugena,"™ Studi

" Medie-ali Ser. 3 4 (1963), pp- 75-91; and J. M. Alonso,
“"Teofanfa y visidn beata en Escoto Eriugena,"” Revista Espafiola de
Teologia 10 (1950), pp. 361-389 and 11 (1951), pp. 255-281. For
Eriugena's use of theophanies see IIX1.681a; 689c; 624d; 557b;

448b; 983a, iG3G0c. Also Commentary on the Gospel of John
3026-b. . .
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true self, he also inherited a wmore -ylticél understanding of
philosophy through his reading of the Greek Eastern writers,
especially Gregory of Nyssa, and Maximus Confessor. Following on the
Aristotelean elevation of the man of theoria, the contemplative
ﬁan. to the top of the hiérarchy of human types, the Greek Patri;tic
authors had equated philosophical theoria with religious vision and

transfiguration. In the Life of Moses. for example, Gregory of

Nyssa explicitly identifies Moses's vision of the truth with .the
philosephical insight that true beiné is permanent, while 111uso;y
7 being~or non-being il everything transitory. Gregor& of Nyssa was
himself adapting the terminology of Plotinus and pagan
Net:»platcmi:m.l‘9 Didnysius the  Areopagite, Eriugena's |
mentor, uses a formula found in the school of Proclus to talk of the
stages of enlighienment which the human soul must pass £hrough before
it gains unity with the One - thesé are the stages of éurgation,
illumination and perfection, leading to a spiritusl
contemplation . (theoria), which will possibly be transformed into

deification (theosis), the Christian -equivalent with the

Nsoplatonic unity with the One, (henosis).50

It is this infusion of Greek spiritual wisdom into the Latin’
understanding of philosophy, which marks out Eriugena's true

uniqueness and radicality in the  history of philosophy.

49. See A.J. Malherbe and E. Ferguson, trans.,Gregory of Nyssa,
The Life of Moses, Classics of Western Spirituality (New York,
1978). :
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Unfortunately, the Greek Eastern approach'to philosophy ig not well
known or understood by many recent commentators on western philotoﬁhy

in Latin, and this has led to the underestimation of Eriugena's

original contribution.

Philosophy for Eriugena involves a gradual ascent through stages

from mere sense understanding and si?ple wmoral behavisur to a more
’spiritual ;wareness which needs- to be purified, 1illuminated and
perfected until it brings human knowing into unity with the divinity.‘

~ Moral behaviour is merely the opening level of this spiritual journey
and Eriugena quite emphatically stresses the need for a higher, wore

sophisticated vision - altior theoria ~ to bring the human mind

50. On the concept of deification see ‘M. Lot-Borodine, Lla
dé€ification de 1'homme selon la doctrine des péres grecs (Paris,
1970); J. Gross, La divinisation du chrétien d'aprés les peres
grecs (Paris, 19318). See also the excellent enzyclopedia article,
"divinisation" in Dictionnaire de . : spiritualité Vol. 3 " (Paris,
1957), pp- 1370-1459. Although Eriugena admits that it is rarely
found in Latin authors, it occurs in Augustine. See V. Capanaga,
"La déffication en 1la. soteriologia agustiniana," Augustinus

" Magister II (Paris, 1954), pp. 745-757 and E.H. Kantorowicz,
"Deus per naturam. Deus per gratiam,” Harvard Theological Review
XLV (1952), pp. 253ff. See Augustine Ep. 10.2 (PL.XXXII1I.74);
Sermo 166.4 (PL XXXVIII.909); Sermo 192.1.1012; Enarr. in
Ps. 49.2 (PLXXXIII.541-2); De Civ. Dei 19.23.4. -
Augustine generally cays that God became man so that man could become
god. He does however also say that God is Himself per naturam,
while man is God per gratiam. Eriugena found the concept of
deification fully worked out in the Greek writers, Origen, Gregory of
Nyssa, Dionysius and Maximus. See Dionysius Ecc. Hier. 392a,
and Roques, L'Univers dionysien pp. 88-93. For Eriugena,s use see
Comm 300a,319d,339a; Hom 285c, 294c; Peri. 482d, 593a, 743b,
760d, 876b, 880a, 978ab, 983a, 998a, etc. St Thomas accepts
deification but interprets it in a more modified manner, signifying
similarity rather than identity with God. See ST 1a.13.9. See also
Cappuyns, op cit., pp. 377-381, and idem, "Note sur le probléme de
la vigion béatifique au IXe lizcle,” Racherches de Théol. anc. et
méd. 1 (1929), pp. 98-107.
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into proximity with the divine. vEriugena frequently speaks of the

gnostica theoria (683a) or pgnostica contemplatio (11.579¢)

wvhich philosophy can bring.s1 Furthermore he is often apt

to describe human beings in terms of their capacity for contemplation
or theoria -and in Book Five explains that man is in fact called
anthropos because in Gree¥ this néans "holding the gaze aloft", "a
;:urning towards what is above™ (V.94lc~d), an etymology which goes
back to Plato's Cratylus 399c. Similarly God is called theos,
Eriugeﬁa explains, becaﬁse he sees (theoro I.kéZb—é) all th;ngs.
Both .hu-an and divine natures ;re defined in terms . of

52
theoria.

The terms of this spiritual journey are Neoplatonic, and the
first step on the way to knowledge of God is a conversion towards the
self, as Augnstine_hinself_freqﬁ?ntly asserted. Thu; in keeping with
the traditional philosophiéal aim of self-knowledge, Eriuéena's
chcept of philosophy is based on a radical idea of

self-understanding as the first step towards spiritual

enligh:emnent.s3

51. Stockl is correct to call Eriugena a gnostic, see 'his History
of Scholastic Philosophy trans. T.A. Finlay. (Dublin, 1903) Vol.

2, pe 325. See also Roques, Structures theologiques de la gnose a
Richard de saint Victor (Paris, 1962).

52. On the meaning of contemplation (theoria), see the article,
"Contemplation," in the Dictionnaire de spiritualité. See also V.
Lossky, Vision of God (London: Faith Press, 1963). Eriugena uses
the terms contemplatio, speculatio, theoria, consideratio
interchangeably. See Expos. 176c.
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Self-knowledge is itself a turning from the outer to the inner
self, from lower to higher things, as Augustine put it, but it is in

Eriugena accompanied by the assertion of the radical infinity and

boundlessness of the human soul, such that true self-knowledge
involves recognition of the 1limitations of all human knowledge.
Self-ignorance is even "higher" in Eriugéna's terms than

self-knowledge, admission of ignorance is in fact the highest wisdom

(11.594a).

-

Eriugena's philosophy is deeply embued with the spirit and terws
of the negative theology he so eagerly absorbed from the Greek
Patristic wri:erssa and which he so cheerfully emphasiced
in Augustine, who occasionally made theological statements in terms
of negative theology. Thus the highest wisdom fpr gin is no; the
positive possession of- encyclopedic knowiedge as the iraditién of
Isidore and Alcuin séemed to imply, bﬁt the‘deen_recognftion of human
ignorance and non-being, which very ignorance is itself a mirror of
the proce;s‘of infinite divine knowing. It is the recogni;ion of its
own .unliuited nature which permits the human mind to transcend

itself and gain unity with the Godhead in theosis. This negative

53. On self-knowledge and philosophy, see P. Courcelle, "Nosce
teipsum du Bas-Empire au haut moyen age. L'héritage profanz et les
développements chrétiens,” in Settimani di studio del  centro
italiano di studi sull'alto medioevo (Spoleto, 1962), pp.
265-295. ‘

54. On negative theology see the work of Lossky and also J.
Hochstaffl, Negative Theologie: Ein Versuch zur Vermittlung des
Patrischen Bepriffs (Miinchen, 1976).
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knowing, inspired By Dionysius, Gregory of Nyssa and other -Greek
Christian writers, acts as a counterbalance to the positive dimension
of knowing. The positive and negative elements of knowing are
continually in dialectical tension in Eriugena's ph!losophy, aﬁd
neglecting this important point can lead to considerable

misunderstanding.

For é;ample. theoria or spiritual contemplation is a key term
in Eriugena's conception of philosophy. But f; doeg not wmean simply
intellectual non-discursive intuition where subject and object are
one. This 1is indeed the standard Neoplatonic view derived from
Aristotle's discussion of the intellect. But Eriugena .io also
concerned to emphasise both the infinity of the number of theoriae
(1.501¢c) and also the fadi;ul one-gidedness of every theoria when
it is applied té an infinite or diviﬁe object. No one cﬁn:e-p{a:ion
can do fuil justice to the infinite " richness of éhe.
d@vine.ss In fact every contemplation (theoria) fﬁllu
sh;rﬁ of grasping or comprehending the 1nf1ni§e nature of the
Godhead. Thu; every contemplation is only a onesided partial view of
.its object, although in fact it has no separation from 1its objecg.
The problems of giving a proper epistemological account of the role
of theoria are clear but Eriugena himself partially eolves the

problem of how a contemplation can both be at one with its object and

55. Eriugena took from Maximus (who in turn found 1t in Evagrius
Pontus) the idea that there are five levels of contemplation. See L.
Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator, op. cit., p. 424,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Page 102

must also necessarily fail in totally comprehending its object, by
introducing the concept of theophania or divine manifestation or
revelation. Every theoria of the Godhead grasps not the Godhead
Itself, since this nature transcends everything which éan be said or
thought, but a revealed nan1f§ctation of the Godhead, a theophania.
In fact, for Eriugena the theologian or philoscpher arrives at the
_ point where every creature appears as a theophany (68la-b), and there
is no 1longer any separation between God and creature. Eriugena's
concept of the highest contémplation; sounds very like the
Schellingian notion of intellectual intuition (See below Chapter
Six). But Eriugena safeguards the absolute infinite trapscendence of
the Divine by arguing for aﬁ infinite progress in the human mind's

grasping of higher and higher theophanies or intuitions of the Divine

nature.

13. Philosophy as Infinite Anarchic Activity

Philosophy therefore 18 not just a matter of <ntellectual
cognitions or intuitions in purely epistemological terms; philosophy
is in fact for Eriugena a many-sided vieuing‘ of the 1infinite, a.

multiplex theoria as Eriugena calls it in the Commentary

(V1.14.29-30), or as he calls it elsewhere, a universitatis

con:emglatio.s6 Philosophy does ascend from nére

individual sense-knowledge to a majestic understanding of the vhole;
philosophy has oneness with the universal system of nature, but it
does not comprehend‘this whole under one theoria only, rather

philosophy must be content with continually experiencing ever more
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and more complete intellectual visions of the One, increasingly
spiritual and totalising theophaniai or divine contemplations.

Eriugena invokes an image to explaih how these contemplations are one
with the object and yet only see it from their own perspective. He A
says it is like many p;ople looking at a golden ball on top of a
temple, each sgees the ball but no one's vision interferes with that

. of any other (V.883a). Each will experience it in his/her own way

(V.945c).

Thus the human mind must be prepared to undertake a spiritual
journey in engaging in philosophy, a journey which is infinite and
endless: »

For even 1n5§he most purified minds, the infinite is formed

infinitely.

_ The philosophical_journéy is an infinite ﬁnending quest. This _is
clearly expressed in Greek writeri, especially in Géegoryvof Nyssa's

Life of Moses and in Basil's Contra Eunom (1.5.11). The path

56. At I1.527d Eriugena speaks of viewing God under two aspects as
Beginning, and as End of all things, as a duplex consideratio.
Eriugena sees the four divisions of nature as a fourfold
contemplation. But in general he prefers the idea of an infinite
number of contemplations. - Eriugena refers not only to the mwmultiple
ways of contemplating nature but also to the infinite number of
wmeanings in the understanding (theoria) of Scripture. In the
twelfth century Eriugena's populariser, Honorius Augustodunensis will
speak of philosophy as multiplex sapientia in his De Animae
exilio et Patria (PL CLXXII.1241-1246). )

57. Commentary on the Gospel of John 312b, my translation. See E.
Jeauneau, Commentaire op. cit., p. 183, ’
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of philosophy does not end with death, but carries on infinitely.
There is therefore no stasxis even in the divine world of intelligible
being. Rather there is continuous development and evolution where by
a kind of paradox the end is reached and not-~reached at the sgame
time:

Although the search is unending, by some uiraculous means

it [the soul] finds what it is looking for, but also it

does not find it for it cannot be found. It finds it

through theophanies but it does not find it through the

contemplations of the divine nature itself. Periohyseon

V.919¢ (Sheldon-Willisgms's unpublished translation).
The human soul cannot rest satisfied with less than the infinite, and
its intellectual desire has an infinite capacity which wmust,
according to Eriugena, be gatisfied infinitely. As Eriugena says,
God is infinite and more than infinite, and beyond both finite and
infinite (II.589b). From Him all infinities proceed and to Him they
returne. Eriugena expresses this enornouslcapecity of the human soul
or mind, in terms which he also applies to God Himself. Thus just as

God is said both to be at rest and in wmotion, and to have a woving

rest and a stable motion (mobilis status et stabilis motus

(I.452c, 11.522d) so also the hqnan mind is said to be a moving rest

and a stable lnor.ion.58

Nous and ousia, that is, intellect and essence, denote

the highest part of our nature, or rather its highest
wotion. For as you understand yourself, it is not one
thing for our nature to be and another for it to move. For
its essence is its motion in rest and its rest in motion

58. On the concept of spiritual motion and rest see the excellent

study of S. Gersh, Kinesis Akinetos. A Study of Spiritual Motion
in the Philosophy of Proclus (Leiden: Brill, 1973).
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about God. 1I1.570a-b. (Sheldon-Williams's translation).

Eriugena refers to God's procession and return to Himself as not
involving any alienation or remotion (quoting Dionysius see 1.523b).
The husman dialectic involves alienation in this life.. but 4in the
infinite progress of the intellect there is no longer any alienation
once the limitation of this spatio-temporal existence have been

overcome by being recognised for what they truly are.

Hotioﬁ and rest are the metaphors Eriugepa applies to the action
of the soul in its attempt to gain unity with the One. These
wetaphors also stand for the moments of identity and difference in
human kaouledge; The identity of the intellect and its object is
symbolised as the sgasis of the mind, the inability of the mind to
frame a comprehensive concept adequate to its object is nynboliseq as

the motus of the mind.

The main purpose of this chapter has been to show how Eriugena
emerges from the trad;tional philosophical and cultural framework of
the Carolingian age‘(uhose main intéllectqcl concerns centred around
the problems of the pedagogical iuporfance of the Liberal Arts, the
nature of the reformatio of the image of God in man, and the |
concept of dialectic as an analytical method which consiaer: all
things in terms of substance and the other categories, and orders
everything under a hierarchy of genera, species and individuals) and
develops a much more intellectualist underctagding of phflosophy as

the means to human self-transcendence. Eriugena argues that
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philosophy, far frowm being the "disicipline of disciplines” is ¢n
fact the weans- by which the mind is able to comprehend and transform
the reality which it itself produces. For Eriugena philosophy 1is
itself the procedure by which the wind operates, and, for the wise,

things are not other than their being conceived by the nind; in fact

things have their being in their being perceived by the mind.

Furtgermore, Eriugena's elevation of the humen mind .gnd its
povers of lknowing does hot neglect the radical 1limitations of
positive knowing. Eriugena balances knowledge with the i{nfinite
formless perfect understanding through negation'chich iinachieved by
a learned ignorance. The human soul even transcends its identity
with its own objects, even where it is their Cause, and breaks free
of all engagement with created being as such. For Eriugena, the soul
is infinite and in & ;ttong sense unformed. .It is driven by the love
of wisdom (philosophy) which is-aiso an infinite desire (eros) to
become divine and to attain oneness with divinity. Thus in its
merging with the infinite all restrictions and barriers dissolve,
knowledge blends with 1gﬁorance, finite with infinite, being with
non-being, human self with the éodhead, It is clear that such an
understanding derived in the main from Eriugena's brillfant - and
philosophically-speaking, surprisingly accurate - 1nt?rpretation of
the Greek writers, Gregory of Nyssa, Dionysius and Maximus, and that
it goes far outside the boundaries of what the educated person in the
Carolingian age ~ or indeed the tu?lfth centurj - could grasp and

comprehend.
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Even mwore astonishing and original is Eriugena’s overall <ision
of the human mind as engaged in a purposeless, anarchic and infinite
play of possibilities.sg engaging in a wmulti-dimensional
contemplative activity which seems to increase reolityr
itself.6° This philosophical activity transcends 'cauaal
linear thinking and moves to a kind of living chne warum, a
living without the why, as Eckhart will later term 1:.61
Later thinkers who show a similar appreciation of the reformative
power.of thought to comprehend and resolve a reality which is diyided
and decentred in the main repeat rather than aignific;ntly add to
Eriugena's thought in this areas. Furthermore his stress on
knowle&ge as a gnosis separates him from the wore imaginative

mystiéal thinkers in a similar vein such as Boehme or Lull.

In the next chapter we shall examine how Eriugena fleshes out

_ his doctrine of the reform of the mind in a fairly comprehensive

59. On the development of this concept of the arnarchy of intellect
see R. Schuermann, "The Loss of Origin in Soto Zen and Meister
Eckhart,™ The Thomist Vol. 42 No. 2 (April, 1978), pp. 281-312.

60. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to develop the connection
between this wmultiplex theoria and the method of experiencing
perspective in order to overcome the limitations of persepctive
advocated by Nicholas of Cusa in his De_ Visione Dei. The
comparison would be helpful to understand the transition between
Eriugena's negative dialectic and Cusanus's contemplative method
which makes uses of artistic or scientific exempla. On the later
idea of perspective, see K. Harries, "Descartes, Perspective and the
Angelic Eye," in Yale French Studies 49 (1973), pp. 28-42.

61. See R. Schuermann, Meister Eckhart, Mystic and Philosopher
(Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana U.P., 1978), pp. 63-4.
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anthropology, which asserts that the different ontological conditions
of human nature actually resolve into different perspectival

contemplations or theoriae, which human nature has in its power to

perform.
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Chapter Four

The Meaning of Human Nature

Instead of beginning directly with & discussion of the meaning of the
four divisions of nature, as most commentators have done, we began
with é}iugena's concept of philosophy and dialectic and showed the
strong inte}lectualist and idealist meanings he givés to the
unde?standing of the practice of philosophy and the interpretation of
human ﬁature primarily as mind. We must now examine his theory of
human hature more closely. In this chapter we shall argue that
Eriugena seems to be giving a dualistic account of human nature ; in
terms of perfect‘ana fallen human states - bug 1; fact Eriugena does
‘not conceive of these states as ontological entities. Perfect human
nature exists only as possibility, fallen human nature exiyts only as
illusion. True human nature is the multiplex theoria we have
already discussed in the last chapéer.- These human states therefore
are states of mind and result from different human theoriae,
different human contemplations o:r g;ksgectives on the one 1ideal
reality. In fact,~ as we shall gee, we cannot strictly speak of an
"ideal reality,” since Eriugena's uniqueness lies in his concept of
an ideal non-reality or nothingness which is the true ground of all

being and all actuality.

109

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



- Page 110

1. Augustine's Anthropologv.

The starting point of Eriugena's anthropology is Augustinian in
the widest sense. Like Augustine, he is most concerned‘to define or
situate human nature in respect of divine nature primarily, rather
than in relation to the rest of the created coinos. His anthropology
(like that of all the Carolingian ﬁriters) owes much to Augustine in

© that humanity 1is understood in terms of the nature of the human
proximity to the imago dei. But Eriugena is influenced also by
-Augustine's conception of an ideal ratio of human nature, which is
almost an "undescended”™ part of the soul.{ and -by his
concept of a ‘cogito.z Eriugena, however, takes the
coordinates of this relationship between God and humanity not
directly from Augustine, but rather from the Greek Neoplatonic

Christian writers, in particular from Gregory of Nyssa's De Hominis

1. The idea of =man understood in the rationes aeternae ig
developed in Augustine's De Genesgi ad Litteram. On Augustine's
anthropology see R.J. O0'Connell, St. Augustine's Eariy ‘Theory of
Man (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard U.P., 1968). Plotinus believed in
an undescended part of the soul. Proclus, on the other hand,
believed that the soul as a whole descended, see Elements Prop.211
and In Parmen. 134a. Eriugena 1s closer to the later
Neoplatonists than to Plotinus. See A.H. Armstrong, " Platonic eros
and Christian agape,” Downside Review 255 (Spring, 1961), pp.
115-121. :

2. On Eriugena’s version of the copito see B. Stock, "Intellipo
me esse: Eriugena's cogitn,” in R. Roques, ed., Jean Scot
Erig:ne et _1'histoire de 1a philosophie (Paris, 1977), pp.
327-336. The classic study of Augustine's version of the cogito is
E. Gilson, "Le copito et la tradition augustinienne,” Etudes sur
le r8le de la pensée médiévale dans la formation du systéme
cartdsien (Peris, 1930), pp. 190-201. For the analysis of
Eriugena's ccncept of self-knowledge, see Chapter Five below.
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Opificio (from whom Eriugena took the idea of man as wmediator
between the sensible and the intelligible realms, and the idea of the
original sexless and perfect nature of humanity)3 and from

Maximus Confessor's Ambigua.a Drawing on the two accoun:;

of the creation . of man in Genecic; and - following in a rich
tradition of Biblical commentary stemming frgu Philo and Origen,
' Eriugenz's thecry of human nature understands humanity under two
aspects: perfect human nature as it nigbi be thought of before the
Fall; and present-day fallen human nature.s This tfadition

is neatly summed up in the following quote ffon Philo, »Hﬁich could
just as easily have come from the pen of Eriugensz:

For man as formed now 1is perceptible to the exiernal

3. For Gregory of Nyssa's philosophy of ‘man, see J.P. Cavarnos, "The
Relation of Body and Soul in the Thought of Gregory of Nyssa,”" in H.
Doerrie, M. Altenburger, and U. S&Schramm, eds., Gregor Von Nvssa
und die Philosophie (Leiden: Brill,1976), pp. 61-78; E.
Corsini, "L'harmonie du monde et de 1l'hosme microcosme dans 1le De
Hominis  Opificio,"” 1in Epektasis. M{langes patristiques

offerts au Cardinal Jean Daniélou (Paris,1971), pp. 455-462. For

an edition and translation of Gregory's De Hominis Opificio see

J. LaPlace and J. Daniélou, eds., Grégoire de Nysse, La création -
d'homme Sources Chirétiennes 6 (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1944).

4. For Maximus, see the excellent study of L. Thunberg, Microcosm
and Mediator, op. cit., pp. 150ff and E. Jeauneau, "Jean
1'Erig*ne et leog Ambigua ad Johannem de Maxime le Confesseur,”

in F. Heinzer and C. Schoenborn, eds., Maximus Confessor.

Actes du symposium sur Maxime le Confesseur (Fribourg, 1982), pp.
343-364. See also Bibliography. ~

S. In Genesgis 1:26 man is made in the i{mage and 1likeness of God
and hence is a spiritual being; in Genesis 2:7 man is made from
the slime of the earth and is a corporeal being. This dual account
had already been commented on by Philo in his De Opificio Mundi.
See Thunberg, op. cit., pp. 155ff.
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senses, parisking of qualities, consisting of body and
soul, by nature mortal. But wman, wmade according to the
image of God, was an idea, or a genus, or a seal,
perceptible only by intellect, incgrporeal, neither male
nor female, imperishable by nature.
Eriugena’s concept ofvgcrfect human nature is based largely on his
Christology (as is the case with almost all Christian writers up to
and including Cusanus), while his concept of fallen human nature is

based 1largely on Neoplatonic epistemology and psychology as he could

7
have found it in many late Greek writers.

2. Human Naturelin Paradise.

"The 1imits of human nature are the 1limits of paradise”
(Iv.825¢c). Eriugena’s starting point i1is perfect human nature,
exemplified by the person of Christ. If human beings had not
departed fryn paradise, they would enjoy the kind of being which
Chri;tAhinself enjoys. Indeed, Eriugena believes that ‘paradise'
itself 1s wmerely an allegorical way of expressing what human nature
might have been. Eriugena begins by saying that man fell 'gr;n
paradise, but he wmoves to a more subtle position, using a careful

analysis of tensed statements in the Bible, to argue that, -strictly

6. Philo, De Opificio Mundi in N.N. Glatzer, ed., The
.Essential Philo (New York: Schocken Books, 1971), p. 28.

7. See for example C. S:eel, The Changing Self. A Study of the
Soul in Later Neoplatonism: Iawblichus, Damascius and Priscianug
(Brussels, - 1978), esp. PD. 132-41. See also P. Merlan,
Monophychism, Mysticism and Metaconsciousness; Problems of the
Soul in the Neo-Aristotelean and Neoplatonic Tradition (The
Hague, 1963). :
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speaking, human beings have never been in paradise, and that paradise
is actually a future state and a possibility:

Therefore that praise of the life of man in paradise must
refer rather to the 1ife that would have been his if he had
‘remained obedient than to that which he only began to spend
and in which he did.not continue. For if he had continued
in it even for a brief interval he must necessarily have
achieved gome degree of perfection, and in that case
pechaps his master would not have said, "He began to live",
but "He lived", or "He had lived”: although if he used the
preterite and the pluperfect in this way, or if he used
them elsewhere, I should rather think that he was using the
preterite for the future than that he meant that man had
continued for a space of time in the blessedness of -
paradise before the Fall, for the following reason, that he
was expressing the predestined and foredetermined
blessedness which was to be man's 1f he had not sinned as
though it had already occurred, when in fact, that is, in
the effects of the completed predeatination, it was still
among those things which were destined to be created at
some future time. Now I say this because often when he is
writing about Paradise he does use the preterite and
Pluperfect ... nor is this surprising since very often the
Divine Authority spéaks of the futuse as though it had
already happened. Periphyseon IV.809b-d

Eriugena explicitly says paradise is perfect human pature. Etiugega
(following the Greek tradition of Origen, Gregory of Nyssa and
Maximus, and invoking sympathetic Latin authorities 1like Aﬁbrose) is
spiritualising the concept of paradise,g denying that it

is to be understood in local cr temporal terms as an - actual place

8. Sheldon-Williams' unpublished translation. This view of perfect
nature is derived from Gregory of Nyssa, see Gaith, La conception de
1a liberté chez Gréhoire de Nysse (Paris, 1953), pp. S2ff.

9. See E.F. Sutcliffe, "St Gregory of Nyssa and Paradise: Was it
Terrestial?" American Ecclesiastical Review 4 (1931), pp. 337-350.
For Eriugena's account see T. Gregory,”L'eschatologie de Jean Scot,”
in Roques, ed., op. cit., pp. 377-392. :
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i (as Augustine and most medieval writers believed).lo rather
paradise is a symbol which expresses that human nature could be or

could have been. I expresses humar possibility rather than some

actual being.

Augustine had discussed this question in sowme detail in various
writings, and had not quite wade up his mind, but certainly tended
towards seeing paradise as an actual place from which the first

; ! 11
humans were expelled. In De Civitate Dei XIV.26 he -

says that man lived in paradise for a period of time and had a body -
there, and copﬁlated in a rational and deliberate manner without
irrational lust; but in the De Genesi ad Litteram VIIY.I.I1.229 he
notes that there are three possible interpretations of the nature of
paradise: (1) it "is terrestial, (2) it 4{¢ sepiritual, (3) 1t‘
signifies -both a corporeal and a spiritual reslity. In thi; text
Augustine adopts the third position, and it is in this liéht that
Eriugena reads and interprets hinflz Eriugena does not rule

out Augustine's literal 1nterpre£ation of paradise, rather he. shous

10. * See for example the account of paradise as located in the East
and surrounded by an impenetrable fiery wall, given in the 12th
century writer, Honorius Augustodunensis, in his De Imapine Mundi,
‘translated in J.T. Wippel and A.B. Wolter, eds., Medieval
Philosophy from St Aupustine to Nicholas of Cusa (New York,
1969), pp.177-186. The fact that Honorius was an esger student of
Eriugena shows all the more clearly how wmuch Eriugena was

" misunderstood by even his own followers in the middle ages. For a
late wmedieval account see P. Dronke, "Dante's Earthly Paradise,”
Romanische Forschungen LXXXII (1970), pp. 467-487.

11. See Augustine, The City of God, trans. by G. Walsh, D. Zema
et al, (New York: Doubleday, 1958), pp. 317-319. ‘
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that the historical interpretation can be understood 1n-a deeper
sense (IV.823a). In any case, Eriugena is not interested in paradise
as a place, since place for him is something which is

mind-dependent and has no external corporeal reality (see below
Chapter Fi;e); he 1is interested in paradise because it symbolises
perfect human nature. Thus in Book V.862 he adduces further
arguments against the literal interpretation, saying that if paradise
vere a local blace, all God haq to do was to fence off the forbidden

tree rather than expel man from the whole of paradise!

Eriuéena follouws Gregory of Nyssa and Maximus in interpreting
paradise as wmeaning not just a perfect possible state, but also the
kind of being which is actually enjoyad by Christ. In this perfect
state human nature is not restricted by place, time or corporéality.
Christ's humanity is not just something which happened 1; this world
at a pﬁrticular place and wmowment in historicall time, Christ's
humanity is something which pertains to Him outside of all place and
time. Humanity in genéral, then, in its essence is independent of
spatio-temporai and corporeal restrictions (See Periphyseon

I1.539c-d; divinitas christi in loco non est; igitur

neque ejus humanitas); paradise then is at once enjoyed by

12. See De Genegi Ad Litteram VII1.I.1 - IX.5, and the excellent
note in La Géndse au sens litteral en douze livres, trad. par P.
Agaésse et A. Solignac (Paris, 197z), Vol 2., pp. 497-499. B.
Stock, in his article, "The Philosophical Anthropology of John
Scottus Eriugena,” Studi Medievali (1967), pp. 28-9, gives a
skill1ful account of the differences between Eriugena and Augustine on
the meaning of paradise:  "the historical reality of Augustine's
ideas is not denied, it is merely bypassed” (p. 32). :
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Christ and desired by man as the perfection of human nature. But

Eriugena also gives this a highly intellectuslisi and idealist

slant by stating that paradise implies a particular epistemic
meaning. Eriugena explains that the Cherubim which guards the gate
of éaradise is to be understood to symbolise the fullness of human
knowledge apd uisdon.ls Paradise is really a special form

of knowing, and gaining this knowledge gives the seeker entrance to
-this sbirttual domain. _Eriugena strongly streases the intellectual

rather than the moral aspects of this gnostica virtus; for him,

it is practice of the arts and dialectic and especially the negative
dialectic learned from apophatic theology and its applications, which

give humans entrance into the paradise of their true nature.

3. Perfect Human Nature

What are the essential characte}ictics of this perfect'-human_
nature? Eriugena argues that human nature is essentially immaterial,
eternal,_ouniacieni, omnipotent, and a being which enjoys total
transcendence above all created being, while at the same time being
immanent in all being. At present it is pure possibility, but it
will become "actualised pocnisility" in Cusanus's terms though

’ Eriugena himself does not eiaborate on the type of possibility which

14 :
human nature presents. Human nature will move to a state

13. The Cherubim signifies wmultitudo scientiae vel susio
sapientiae (See Uhlfelder, op. cit., p. 275), or full knowledge
(plena cognitio), or knowledge of many (cognitio multorum).

In other words philosophy is the gate to heaven.
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which is beyond being and non-being as we shall see. In fact human
nature in its perfection is nét merely eternal in the sense of hgving )
no end.. it 1is more accurately timeless, as Plotinus also had
atgued.ls As we have just stated perfect human nature is

neither contained by space, nor by time, nor by any of th; other
categories which 1limit human existence in the created realm. i1hus,
just as God by His nature transcends all the Aristctelean categories
of quantity, quality, place, time, position and so on, so alsoc human
nature is not bound within these Iiﬂitﬂ (539cd).

Thus, just ;s the divine essence is 1nf161te, so human

substance made in Its image is bounded by no definite

limit. Periphyseon 1IV.772a. (Uhlfelder translation
p.244), ,

Eriugena understands this unlimited nature of humanity in terms of a

full spiritual freedom from all laws and-all restraints. There are

14. Cusanus refers to God as possest, which he explains as a
combination of posse and esse, cutting across the Aristotelean
distinction of act and potency. God is the summation of all
possibility and He therefore actualises all these possibilities in
Himself, even if they are mnot actualised in the ordinary world.
Eriugena, on the other hand, says that God is beyond possibility and
impossibility, and does not employ the Aristotelean terminology
except in the triadic manner of essence - power - operation, which he
found in Maximus. To the extent that God is a manifest Trinity, God
is both dynamis and energeia, but He is also a hidden unity
unerlying both. Man, on the other hand, for Eriugena exists as
possiblity from the point of view of this life, but as actuality from
the point of view of the unchanging world of the Causes. For
Cusanus, see Trialogus de Possest, in J. Hopkins, A Concise
Introduction to the Philosophy of Nicholas of Cusa, 2nd ed.,
(Minneapolis: U. of Minnesota Pr., 1980), esp. pp. 93-97.

15. On the complex relation of the human soul to time in
Neoplatonism see the study of R. Sorabji, Time, Creation and
Continuum (London: Duckworth, 1983), pp. 253ff.
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no ontological or spiritual barriers imposed on the march of the
spirit. But Erjiugena pgoes much further than merely asserting the’

incorporeality and unboundedness of perfect unfallen human nature.

Following Maximus, Eriugena states that "Man and God are
paradigms of each other."l6 He goes on to show that all of
God's attributes can also be found in human nature. Like Cusanus he
is asserting that human natu;e is8 divine in a certain sense. VCuaanus
says human nature is divine but not in an unqualified way. Eriuéena
agrees, but he does not spell out clearly the qualification, except
to say that God is Himself per essentiam, while wman is God per ‘

17
participationem. Eriugena's - formulation is quite

radical - not only is man a paradigm of God, but God is made into a
paradigm of wman. Man and God are -utuilly.self-defining, such that
Eriugena is close to Eckhart's poue;ful statement that- "If 1 were
not ,God would not be God 18 Th;s Eriugena states that just

as qu is incorporeal and spiritual, so also human nature is
incofporeul and spiriiual. Like God, human nature is an incorporeal

essence, ousia, which can be identified with pure intellect

16. ™"Dicunt enim inter se invicem paradigmata Deum et hominem,"” in
Versio Ambiguorum S. Maximi ch.8, PLCXXII.1220a. On the meaning
of paradigma in Eriugena see R. Roques, "Remarques sur la
signification de Jean Scot Erigeéne,” Divinitas 11 (1967), p. 273.
Eriugena found the term in Dionysius - PG III.BZ4c - which Eriugena
translated in his Versio Dionysif PL CXXII.1050c~-d: "paradigmata
sutem dicimus esse ipzas in Deo existentium substantificas et
uniformiter praetextas rationes, quas theologia praedestinationes
vocat, et divinas et optimas voluntates, existentium discretivas et
factivag, secundum " quas ipse superessentialis existentia omnia et

praedestinavit et adduxit.” See also Periphyseon 11.615d-616a; and
559B-b. : '
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(nous), and the human body is fntcrpreted by Eriugena to be in its

essence, an incorporeal spirit. As such the. human self is
essentially neither male nor female, but is in fact -cexless.
Eriugena sees this as the true meaning of St. Paul, "In Christ there
is neither male nor femaie." Eriugena took this notion from Gregory
of Nyssa, from whom he also took the idea that human nature
originally would have reproduced itself in the angelic wmanner by an
intellectual process alone, without recourse to the body, unlike

Augustine's view that sexual reproduction would continue to take

place but now in totally rational manner.

God is omnipotent and omniscient; so also is perfect
humanity in Eriugena‘'s view. Eriugena spells this ocut clearly:
For if human nature had not sinned and had clung without

change to Him Who created it, it would certainly be
omnipotent. Whatever in the universe it wished done would

17. Sec D.F. Duclow, "Gregory of Nyssa and Nicholas of Cusa:
Infinity, Anthropology and the Via Negativa." Downside Review

92 (1974), pp- -102-108. Cusanus differs considerably from Eriugena
in terms of his theory of human nature. Cusanus likes to emphasise
the finitude of human nature and the inseparable gap between finitude
and infinity. Furthermore, Cusanus calls man a microcosm and places
him a little lower than the angels, while Eriugena, as we shall see, -
rejects the 1idea of microcosm and places man on the same level with
(and in some respects superior to) the angels. See Cusanus De Docta
Ignorantia III.i13.198 (Hopkins, ed., p. 131): "Human nature is
that nature which, though created a little lower than the angels, 1is
elevated above all the works of God; it enfolds intellectual and
sensible nature and encloses all things within itself, so that the
ancients were right in calling it a microcosm, or small world." For

Cusanus only a single man can attain to the Maximum - that is, Christ
himself.

18. Eckhart, sermon Beati pauperes spiritu, Schuermann, op.
cit., p. 219.
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necessarily be done, since it would not wish anything to be
: done except what it understood that i1its Creator wished.
: Periphyseon IV.778b (Uhlfelder translation p. 252)

Witness a similar stance concerning omniscience in Book

IV.777a-778d:

Nutritor: There was then in human nature the potency of
possessing the fullest knowledge of itself if it had not
sinned. Alumnus: Nothing is more likely. For most mighty
and most wretched was that fall in which cur nature lost
the knowledge and wisdom which had been planted in her, and
lapsed into a profound ignorance concerning herself and her
creator ... Nutritor: So the fullest knowledge both of
herself and her Creator was planted in her as part of her
nature before the Fall, in so far as the knowledge of a
creature can comprehend itself and its cause.
(Sheldon-Williams's unpublished translation. Compare
Uhlfelder p.252). ) ’

Here the soul is said to have had perfect kncwledge of itself and its
Creator. In the course of this discussion it is made clear that this

self-knowledge also includes knowledge of all things, since the human
soul contains in itself the principles and reasons of all things (we

shall be returning to discuss this in more detail in Chapter Five

below).

Not only is perfect human nature omnipotent and ouniséient, but
it 1is also omnipresent and yei at the same time transcends the
created universe. Eriugena stresses the divine omnipresence

repeatedly - God {s all {n all (III.683c-684d), he 1is all things

everywhere ("omnia ubique deum esse" III.677c). Eriugena
frequently expresses human omnipresence. The human being 18 whole in

the whole and whole in every part, he says at Book IV.752ab§ and at
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759ab he says that human nature is whole throughout all the parts of
its nature, which in fact encompalsball the parts of created being -~
the wmineral, vegetative, 1living and rational and intellectual
domains. "Man is in all animals and all animals arc in him, and yet A

he transcends them all" (752h).19

4. Human Mature as Absolute Freedom

Eriugena alsoc gives to perfect human. nature the quality of

absolute freedom from all limitations and also the attribute of

perfect goodness:

For if God is the plenitude of all good things, and man 18
an image of God, the image wmust resemble the Primal
Exemplar in this respect also, that it is the plenitude of
all good ... In this respect also it is the image, in that
it is8 free from all necessity, and is subject to no natural
or material authority but possesses in itself a will which

is capsble of obtaining its desires. Periphyseon
1V.796a. , ;

This is a crucial passage. Here human = nature is given absolute
- goodness in the sense that it can always achieve its desires, which
are assumed to be naturally good. Absolute freedom of the will
produces perfect good. Eriugena's claims are most radical. Human
nature is free of all necessity! it }t not even limited by nature
itgelf. In this sense Eriugena interprets the statement that the

spiritual man is subject to no law but gives the law to himself (like

19. On omnipresence see S. Gersh, "Omnipresence in Eriugena. Some -
Reflections on Augustino-Maximian Elements in the Periphyseon,” in
v. Beierwvaltes, ed., Eriugena.- Studien 2zu seinem Quellen
(Heidelberg, 1980), pp. 55 - 74.
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Kant's rational moral being): "Spiritual man judges all things but
is judged by none™ (753a-b). Eriugena could be understood to wmean
that the superior man is free to give himself any law or more
precisely operates according to no fixed law, since there are no
fixed 1limits on his na;ure and conduct. It was in this sense that

later medieval spiritual and social movements interpreted

.t-.‘.!:i.ugeria.,z-0

Eriugena took this notion of spiritual freedow ficz= H;ximus, for
whom Adam before the Fall enjdyed complete freedom because he has
apatheia, a Stoic detachment from all things.21 Eckhart
later will develop this - idea of spiritual f;cedon in terms of

detachment or releasement (Abgeschiedenheit) and 1letting-be

. 22
(Gelassenheit). Eriugena is less interested in
developing the meaning of spiritusl freedom in terms of wmoral or -
existential conduct and prefers to express this infinite freedom in

nore intellectualist terms, as thé freedom to adopt any theoria

20. Such as the Cothars and the Brethren of the Free Spirit. See N.
Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millenium (New York: Harper and Row,
1961) and for a more balanced account see R.E. Lerner, The Heresy
of the Free Spirit (Berkeley: U. of California Pr., 1972). See
also W. Fraenger, The Millenium of Hieronymous Bosch (Chicago,
1951) for an account of the role of this theory in wmedieval art. See
E. Colledge, "Liberty of the Spirit: The Mirror of Simple Souls,"
in L.K. Shook, Congress on the Theology of Renewal in the

Church 2 (Montreal, 1968), pp. 100-117. See also G. Leff,
Heresy in the Later Middle Ages (Manchester, 1967). For the
movements who took the freedom of spirit seriously see M. Reeves,
Joachim of Fiore and the Prophetic Future (New York, 1977).

21. See Maximus Ambipus 42 (PG 91,1316d). See Thunberg, op.
cit., p. 153.
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conéerning God and nature which one wishes, to start anywhere in the
chain of causation, which the supérior man understands as 8 seanless
web, or as the infinite radii of a circle. This is the meaning of
the anarchic nature of man. Just as God and the Causen are without

origin and obey no fixed law or order, so also human nature, when it
contemplates God and the Causes need obey no fixed otderv or
-progessioﬁ. In Book III.624a Eriugena says the Causes do not have a

fixed order or pattern:

And be it noted that this sequence of the primordial causes
which you asked me to set out distinctly in a definite
arder of precedence is constituted not in themselves but in
the aspects (non in ipsis sed in theoris), that

ig in the concept of the mind which investigates them ...
For in themselves these first causes are one and simple and
none knows the order in which they are placed. I11.624a.
{Sheldon-Williams's translation}

- The Causes are ordered by the mind, which can proceed any way it

likes:

Therefore the order of the primordial causes is constituted
in the judgement (arbitrjum) of the mind which
contemplates them ... For a devout and pure-minded
philosopher may start from any one of them at will and let
his mind's eye, which is true reason, [embrace] the others
in any order of cocntezplation... Periphyseon III.624cd.
(Sheldon-Williaxs's translation)l - .

Man can enjoy a free play of infinite contemplations, vhich in fact
produce human self-transcendence in theosis. Its nature then is a

kind of non-nature, a formlessness which transcenas sll form as

22. See R. Schuermann, "Trois penseurs du délaissement: Maftre
Eckhart, Heidegger, Suzuki," Journal of the History of Philosophy
12 (1974), pp. 455-477; 13 (1975), pp. 43-60; idem, "Heidegger
and Meister Eckhart on Releasement,” Research in Phenomenology
(1973), pp. 95-119. :
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Eriugena himself says at several points. At III1.620c Eriugena says
it cannot even be bounded by itself. As Karl Rahner puts it in his

Theological Investipations: "man 1s 'by nature' and by his very

being the possibility of transcendence become conscious of itself -
the self—co;sctous reference to the absolute and.the knowledge Qbout
the infinite possibility."23 Man is boundless anarchic
self-transcending contemplation or subjectivity.

S. Human Nature as Causa Sui

The most important and difficult question concerning this theory
which Eriugena 1s concerned to address is the difficult problem of
the relation ;f thisAperfect human nature to creation. If human
nature is omnipotent énd eternal, then in what sense czn ir b= said
:ﬁat human nature is created? Eriugena’s answer to thie question
is subtle but also shocking ;o_ the mind schooled fﬁ Augu;tiaian
philosophical aititudes. Eriugena maintains that -perfect human
nature resembles its God in this respect also, namely that it can be
said to be uncreated. As uncreated, human nature always has dwelt
in the Godhead. As Christ, of course, this .huwan nature is
inseparable f;om the Trinity and must be thought of ;s pkrt of

24 .
it. But Eriugena is giving to human nature the power - as

an uncreated being which is omnipotent - to create itself!

23, See K. Rahner, "Christology within an Evolutionary View of the
World,” 1in Thzslogical Investigations, Volume 5, trans. K.-H.

Kruger (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1966), pp.157-192 esp. Pe
179. ’
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Eriugena arrives at this position as a consequence of his
application of negative theology to human nature. God is better
approached by ignorance than by knowledge, Eriugena learned fro=
Dionysius and the Cappadocians. It is wore proper to deny things
than to affirm them concerning both God and human nature. Thus ﬁunin‘
nature is better described as "non-being" ihan as "being."
Furthermore, when thought of as co-existing with God, human nature is
part of the divine infinite nothingness, which Eck@art later call; oy
the nané ”deser;.”zs Thus human natu:e. can be called
nothing or non-being. Eriﬁgena then says that God creates by .
manifesting ﬁinsclf (see for example Periphyseon I111.689a, where
Eriugeﬁa says.chat the divine nature "creates itself, that is, allows
itself‘to appear>1n its theophanies”) from His own nothingness. 9ust
as God shows Himself as -something from nothing, so also huuan_being
creates itself byAnanifest;ng itself. . This, of c;urle. fgllow: the
old Neopiatonic principle, well expressed b& Proclus: -everything
vhich is perfect, is productive.26 Human nature can not
only be said to be uncreated, but it can also be said to be

self-creating. For Eriugena the human mind creates itself when it

24. Eckhart also sees human nature as integral to the Divine nature.
See his sermon Sankt Pasulus Spricht (DW 1 no.24): "For your
human nature and that of the Divine Word are no different ~ it is one
and the same," sgee M. Fox, Breakthrough. Meister Eckhart's
Creation Spirituality (New York: Image Books, 1980), p. 104.

25%. For Eckhart on God as "desert” or "wasteland,” see sermon, In
Diebus. Suis (DW 1. p.171) and R. Schuermann, Meister Eckhart.
_ Mystic and Philosopher, op. cit., p. 1l4. ’
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