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General Editors’ Preface

All forms of inquiry are enriched by an appreciation of their own history, and this seems espe-
cially true in the case of philosophy. The study of past thinkers and their works continues to 
sustain and to renew philosophical thought, shaping the way that even the most concrete of 
contemporary problems are seen, and how they are tackled. If one of the hallmarks of philoso-
phy is a reflection on the limits of what it is possible to think at any time, then the history of 
philosophy is at once an indispensable resource, a testing ground, and a reminder that we are 
never really done with thinking.

The Edinburgh Critical History of Philosophy places itself in the European tradition of 
philosophy, without being bound to any single vision of what philosophy should be. It treats 
the history of philosophy from its beginnings in Ancient Greece to the present day as com-
posed of many threads, breaks, borrowings and intrigues that cannot be unified in a single 
narrative. Often, the orthodox classification of philosophy into themes and sub-disciplines has 
been set aside, since it does not always reflect the way problems and themes first emerged. In 
turn, consideration of this emergence has sometimes allowed for the inclusion of figures who 
may not be well known outside specialist circles, but whose work was significant in shaping 
later developments.

Although the idea of critical philosophy properly speaking has passed through many 
reformulations since originating with Kant, the idea of philosophy as an ongoing reflection 
on its limits has become almost commonplace and goes beyond any adherence to this or that 
methodology, school or tradition. The aim of the series is to present a historical perspective 
on philosophy that matches this broad critical outlook. As such, it recognises that ‘Western 
Philosophy’ has developed through exchanges across its geographical borders; that histori-
cally speaking, not only are limits hard to define, but periods are sometimes linked in multiple 
and unexpected ways; and that what is taken to define a given period, movement, or sub-
discipline within philosophy is often not indigenous to it. In the same way, philosophy has 
often taken up problems from other disciplines, transforming them, and sometimes being 
transformed by them, in the process. Ignoring these movements across and along borders can 
obscure the multifaceted development of problems and themes as they feed into, and off, one 
another. It can also tempt one to regard the subject matter of philosophy as simply given, as 
though its history were merely a record of increasing clarification. Similarly, although there 
are essays in this series dedicated to individual philosophers, this is not the default choice. 
Instead, the critical perspective adopted in this series tries to keep in view how the problems 
and themes of a given period took shape, and in turn gave shape to the philosophical work 
around them. Wherever possible, we have encouraged volume editors and authors to consider 
that links may exist between different essays within volumes, and across volumes. However, 
for good reasons, this could not become their central preoccupation, and so many of these 
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viii G E N E R A L  E D I T O R S ’  P R E FA C E

links remain implicit, and even unintended. It is our hope that this may add to the richness of 
the work as a whole and that the reader will take pleasure in their discovery.

As general editors of the series, we have enjoyed working with volume editors who are 
outstanding subject specialists, and who have brought great imagination and dedication to 
the task. The series as a whole owes a great deal to all of them. Special thanks goes to Carol 
Macdonald at Edinburgh University Press, whose patience, care and determination has made 
all the difference.

Howard Caygill
David Webb
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Editors’ Introduction

Gerrymandered Epochs? Challenge to Periodisation
It seems that a volume on ‘Medieval and Renaissance Philosophy’ presupposes that there is 
such a thing. To say ‘Medieval and Renaissance Philosophy’ implies a natural unity; or, if this 
is not a single unity, then each name by itself denotes a unified historical period similar enough 
to the other so as to be treated in a single volume. This leads us to ask: what are those condi-
tions by which historical periods are at all possible? Are these conditions natural to the history 
of philosophy as such? Or are they generated as the result of other factors on account of which 
epochs in the history of philosophy are ‘carved up’? We see a task of a critical history to ask 
after such conditions of possibility, to which we will return in Part III. A ‘critical history of 
philosophy’ that is also divided by epochs in the history of philosophy presents a multiplicity 
of complicated questions.

Let us begin by asking: is there some real basis for classifying a period that spans from  CE 
476 to roughly1450 temporally, and spatially from the Samanid Persian dynasty – in what is 
currently Uzbekistan – to Ireland, under a single name ‘Medieval Philosophy’? Consider for the 
moment the following: roughly the same amount of time separates Thomas Aquinas (a medieval 
philosopher) from Boethius (another medieval philosopher) as separates Aquinas from us; or 
William of Ockham is further in space from Ibn Sina than he is from those of us working in the 
eastern United States. What sort of unity – whether proper, specific or even generic – can one 
possibly assign to such a temporo-spatially diverse set of philosophers? How can one bundle 
them together under anything but the most gerrymandered of sets (Haslanger 2005)?

The term ‘gerrymandering’ refers to the practice in US politics of drawing congressional 
districts to favour a given political party. Looking at a map of such districts, one sees shapes 
whose lines zig and zag in every which way reaching out to include the vastest expanse of land-
scape then contracting to include only the narrowest of slivers (the origin of ‘Gerrymander’ 
arose from the fact that such an odd district looked like a salamander and was drawn up by 
Elbridge Gerry, Governor of Massachusetts). The enclosed districts appear to have no natu-
ral or essential unity. Even while cutting against the grain, so to speak, what unifies them are 
political operations.

The image of gerrymandering has been deployed by social ontologists. In discussing race 
and gender, Sally Haslanger, for example, distinguishes between gerrymandered sets, objective 
types and natural kinds (Haslanger 2005). For Haslanger, one of the most important questions, 
if not the most important, is the purpose for which such sets are constructed. By pointing to the 
purpose, Haslanger intends what she calls an ‘ameliorative’ account. However, her argument 
can also help uncover those non-ameliorative projects that have brought about such sets or 
kinds. This is an important project insofar as the processes by which such sets are constituted 
remain hidden from view. While Haslanger rejects treating either race or gender as a natural 
kind (i.e., an essential unity), she resists thinking of them as mere gerrymandered sets. Rather, 
she argues, they are objective types (i.e., a similarity class).
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Objective types share a property in common, which accounts for their unity. Haslanger’s 
examples include red things, things on my desk, things weighing exactly ten pounds, and so on. 
They are objective in the sense that they are mind-independent unities and not mere fictional 
classifications (e.g., unicorns or centaurs). Unlike natural kinds, however, their reason for shar-
ing their unifying property is not the same or essential. Tomatoes are red for a different reason 
than Mars is red. Compare this to the case of electrons, which are unified on account of sharing 
a negative charge. Whereas objective kinds classify, natural kinds identify.

With respect to the matter at hand, it seems clear that the historical epoch ‘The Middle Ages’ 
is not a natural kind. Whether it is an objective type, merely a gerrymandered set or something 
else remains to be seen. In addition to the spatio-temporal diversity discussed above, the Middle 
Ages also encompasses at least three ‘major’ religious traditions (i.e., Judaism, Christianity and 
Islam), perhaps more depending on where we start our designation of the Middle Ages. These 
traditions themselves are not homogeneous, but belie multiple internal debates, variations and 
struggles. In Islam, there is not only the differentiation of Sunni and Shia, but also the battle 
between the ‘theologians’ (Mutakallimun) and the philosophers, and the contest between Sufis 
and their ‘rationalistic’ antagonists ( falasifa). In Christianity, there is not only great differences 
concerning the Trinity, but also many who considered themselves ‘good or even ‘true’ Christians 
found themselves at one point or another labelled as ‘heretics’ (e.g., the Beguines, the Cathars, 
the Brethren of the Free Spirit, not to mention the Franciscans). Within Judaism, the situation 
is even more complex as there is no central authority or authorities to whom to appeal for the 
‘right’ or ‘orthodox’ understanding of the faith – Judaism is, by the Middle Ages, a diffuse body 
of thought.1

The linguistic landscape is even more diverse. Medieval philosophy includes texts written 
in Greek, Arabic, Hebrew, Latin and ‘vernacular’ languages (e.g., Persian, French, German, 
Italian, English). Matters grow even more complex when we consider that much of Jewish 
philosophy was written in Arabic and that Maimonides wrote in Judeo-Arabic (Arabic written 
in Hebrew characters).

The political, cultural and institutional structures of medieval philosophy complicate this 
picture even further. Philosophers teaching in a European university in 1290 have different 
audiences, practices and external pressures and limitations than a Jewish rabbi writing to 
teach his congregation. An Islamic commentator on the texts of Aristotle (Ibn Rushd), com-
missioned by the caliph Abu Yaqub Yusuf, works in a context and for a purpose that is entirely 
different than a Christian preacher (Meister Eckhart) giving sermons to nuns living in the 
Rhein Valley. We have attempted to illustrate the diverse landscape of this nominally unified 
period. And up to this point, we have only been focusing on the ‘Middle Ages’.

Adding in Renaissance philosophy makes the unity of the volume even more suspect. 
Renaissance philosophy is that sliver of philosophy that does not quite fit in the arid climate 
of medieval thought; no r, however, does it enjoy the clarity of Cartesian Modernity. In one 
sense, Renaissance philosophy sets itself in opposition to medieval scholasticism. Figures such 
as Ficino, Pico della Mirandola, Erasmus or Machiavelli (just to name a few of the most obvi-
ous) hearken back to an ancient humanism seemingly lost in the Middle Ages. These think-
ers are easily characterised as ‘Renaissance’, while ‘Scholastic’ philosophers such as Suarez 
(born 16 years after Erasmus’s death) and Cajetan (overlapping both Erasmus and Luther) 
are often not seen as pure exemplars of ‘Renaissance thought’. In another sense, Renaissance 

2 E D I T O R S ’  I N T R O D U C T I O N

1 One could argue that ‘rabbinic’ Judaism, i.e., the Judaism that emerges in exile and away from the temple 
and its priestly structure, is already a body of thought without a centre and central authority.
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 E D I T O R S ’  I N T R O D U C T I O N  3

philosophy continues the trends of medieval thought. Suarez or Cajetan would be at home in 
the European universities of the thirteenth century. Cusanus, who died a year after Pico della 
Mirandola was born and overlaps with Ficino, blends elements from both medieval scholasti-
cism and Renaissance humanism.

So what, if anything, unifies the subject matter covered by this volume? If the names ‘Medieval’ 
and ‘Renaissance philosophy’ refer to gerrymandered sets, what forces were at play in constructing 
them? Perhaps the so-called ‘Middle Ages’ and ‘Renaissance’ are merely the leftovers after the rest of 
the history of philosophy has been carved up into neatly delineated epochs. Once this great landgrab 
has run its course, these remaining areas fit in the category of ‘Other’.

Part of this othering is written into the very names of these epochs. This is most prominent 
with respect to the middling of the Middle Ages. It should go without saying, but seldom is 
said, that no thinker in the ‘Middle Ages’ was aware of their epoch as ‘medieval’, the age in the 
‘middle’. Rather, this classification was invented after the fact to set it apart from what came 
after and to differentiate the then present (modernus, modernity) from this stale past.

The claim that the ‘Middle Ages’ were invented is nothing new. The historian Norman 
Cantor, for example, titled one of his books Inventing the Middle Ages (Cantor 1991). In it, he 
chronicles how twentieth-century historians were responsible for bringing about our idea of 
‘The Middle Ages’ or ‘The Middle Age’. Even if the term ‘medieval’ enjoys older ancestry 
than the twentieth century, it was derived well after the Middle Ages to designate that time 
that came before.

Here we can identity a distinct moment in this process of ‘middling’ the period or epoch. This 
process begins by setting the ‘Renaissance’ apart from its predecessor, whether due to the former’s 
own self-fashioning or that of historians who followed. To call a period a ‘re-birth’ entails that 
something once living has died. This leaves that which comes before it as a dead corpse of a previ-
ous civilisation. In order for this construction of the history of Western philosophy to function, 
something must die. This is the role traditionally assigned to the Middle Ages.

One might identify a secondary moment whereby both the Middle Ages and the Renaissance 
are lumped together as pre-Modern. That is, whereas the Renaissance benefited from a distinc-
tion from the Middle Ages aesthetically (i.e., the art of the Renaissance is generally celebrated as a 
triumph over the art of the Middle Ages), philosophically it formed part of pre-modernity against 
which Descartes and modern philosophy could rebel. This philosophical break – not to mention 
the break in natural philosophy, which we nowadays call ‘science’ – sets itself apart from every-
thing ‘pre-modern’, including much of the philosophy of the Renaissance period. ‘Modernity’, 
as the first moment of historical self-consciousness, requires that everything that came before is 
simply ‘pre’. The moment when Descartes announces that he will build his philosophy on a new 
foundation is the moment when ‘modernity’ is conscious of itself as an epoch and, therefore, 
must mark and name every previous epoch – but mark it as, at best, past, at worst, dead. In this 
way, modernity might have inaugurated ‘Medieval and Renaissance Philosophy’ as a gerryman-
dered set in that it is only ‘held together’ by the pronouncement of modernity.

If we treat the question of ‘what unifies?’ more optimistically, and, therefore, as something 
more and also less than a gerrymandered set, we might find an answer from a ‘grand narra-
tive’ approach to the history of philosophy.2 In such a scheme, as in any unified narrative, the 
Middle Ages and Renaissance have a role to play, albeit as secondary characters. Two elements 
oftentimes associated with such grand narrative schemes are progress and inevitability. Greek 

2 We take this phrase from Jean-François Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition. See, especially, pp. 31–41 
(Lyotard 1979).
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philosophy marks progress over the mythical worldviews both at home and abroad (e.g., Egyp-
tians, Babylonians). We celebrate Socrates’s martyrdom against ignorance and wickedness; 
even though he was put to death, his legacy lives on and has achieved immortality. When the 
march of progress stalls (e.g., the Fall of Rome), it struggles through the darkness to find 
rebirth and light after long periods of dormancy. There is an inevitability to this march. The 
views of a thinker or a period are the outcome of what preceded it. Plato emerges from tensions 
inherent in Parmenides and Heraclitus; Kant provides the necessary momentum to overcome 
the limitations of continental rationalism and British empiricism.

To view the history of philosophy according to a grand narrative means imposing a grid of 
intelligibility by which to link together various thinkers and ideas. The history of philosophy 
thus forms a narrative with a beginning, an end and a middle. The very names of the two peri-
ods in question play into the grand narrative scheme of the history of philosophy. The middling 
of the ‘Middles Ages’ mediates two extremes in time. The middle plays an important role in 
linking together the beginning and the end, but the middle must leave resolution for the final 
act. As such, the middle is always giving way to the next – in fact, to the last. In an unending 
series, there is no middle. Once the middle has been established, it is dead on arrival – such is 
the role of the middle. A rebirth is necessary in order to bring about the ‘final act’ of the his-
tory of philosophy.

To this point, we have considered approaches to medieval and Renaissance philosophy that 
either categorise them as Other or use them to link more ‘essential’ periods together in a uni-
fied grand narrative. In what follows, we will show that, despite the diversity of medieval and 
Renaissance philosophy, these periods – like all periods in the history of philosophy – can be 
considered epochally, i.e., as unified by means of a principle organising the various thinkers of a 
period. After deriving elements from the work of Heidegger and Schürmann, we will establish 
what we’ll come to call a critical epochal history of philosophy.

Does the Centre Hold?
Does the history of philosophy fall so neatly into periods? If it does, then a ‘period’ should have 
a ‘principle’ around which it is gathered – that is, a centre that allows one to see all thinkers as 
belonging to the ‘period’. As we have argued, time and dates alone do not seem to function as 
such a principle. The concept of a ‘gerrymandered set’ displaces the question of principle in 
important ways. To see what is at stake, we should first understand the concept of period or 
epoch that is based on such a principle.

Heidegger, for example, has argued that the ‘principle’ that grounds the epochs of the 
history of philosophy might be linguistic. Philosophy first spoke Greek, then was translated 
into and learned to speak Latin, and, lastly, came to speak in the ‘vernacular’.3 There is an 
obvious Eurocentrism to this periodisation. Heidegger rarely, if ever, speaks of the influence 
of Ibn Sina (Avicenna), Ibn Rushd (Averroes), Maimonides or Ibn Gabirol (Avicebron) on 
the development of philosophy after the fall of the Roman Empire. Furthermore, Reiner 
Schürmann, looking to both rescue and critique Heidegger’s ‘epochalisation’ of the history of 
philosophy still looks for an internal principle, i.e., that around which the thought of a period 
turns (Schürmann 1987: 25–43).

4 E D I T O R S ’  I N T R O D U C T I O N

3 While Schürmann frequently refers this idea to Heidegger, we have been unable to locate any passage 
where Heidegger says this. See Schürmann (1987: 58, 2003: 348).
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 E D I T O R S ’  I N T R O D U C T I O N  5

Heidegger on Epochal History
From the beginning of his career, Heidegger is convinced of two interrelated theses: (1) the 
tradition or history of philosophy is still alive and at work in our current thinking and our 
current modes of philosophising; and (2) that the human, truth and being are thoroughly his-
torical. The first thesis is on display in Heidegger’s early teaching when he turns to Aristotle, 
Augustine, Aquinas, Leibniz, Plato, the Pre-Socratics, etc., as thinkers who are still ‘alive’ in 
the sense that their thought still has something to say to us. The conclusion, perhaps, to which 
this early move leads him is that this history or tradition cannot be simply ‘brought back into 
play’ but has to be ‘retrieved’ (wiederholt). If, for example, we simply assume that the texts of 
the history of philosophy are transparent, open and accessible to us, we fail to understand them 
in their own historical context, a context which is no longer ours.4 That is, if we assume that 
some ‘rational kernel’, ‘philosophia perennis’, or a-historical content is what is most important, 
decisive or, even worse, interesting about the texts of the history of philosophy, we run the risk 
of failing to confront two important ways in which the tradition is still living. First, we risk 
losing something like the meaning of key terms, concepts and arguments because we fail to 
understand them in their own context. To take one example, if we read late ancient or medieval 
texts on the Trinity of God, and we do not understand that the term ‘person’ is a translation of 
the Latin persona, a legal term, which, in turn, was a translation of the Greek prosopon, a term 
from Greek drama, we risk losing the sense of the thought and the ‘semantic fields’ in which 
the terms played. For Heidegger’s earlier thought, this ‘retrieval’ required more than just an 
understanding of or ‘attentiveness’ to ‘historical context’. It required, first and foremost, an 
understanding of what history is and what role it plays in philosophy today.

This leads to the second point. If it turns out, for example, that medieval thinkers were accus-
tomed to assume that there are angels, that angels have a role to play in the world and the cosmos, 
and that, therefore, philosophy in the Middle Ages is fundamentally different from philosophy 
in ancient Greece or in modern France, then the first task of philosophy is to figure out just what 
constitutes that difference. In other words, the medieval world and our world might not be the 
same world! Already, we can begin to see a complication. We speak about history only to mark just 
this kind of difference – if the Middle Ages are historical, that means there is some difference 
that makes them other than today. One does not think of last year, for example, as historical. In 
this way, history seems to point primarily, if not exclusively, to some differences by which we 
mark the present from the past and some past time (the Middle Ages) from another past time 
(ancient Rome). A first insight, therefore, emerges: what makes up the ‘essence’5 of history is 
differentiation. And then a second insight emerges: if history is this differentiation, then it is also 
constituted by breaks or interruptions. If we can recognise that we are not medieval, then there 
must be a break that separates our age, our time, from another. And now a third insight emerges: 
if history is constituted by interruptive breaks, then we must be able to point to something that 
‘holds together’ a time, an age, an epoch in such a way that we can recognise when it has been 
interrupted. Drawing all this together, we see that there is an emerging conception of history that 
requires a thinking of how history is made up of differences that interrupt epochs.

To this point, we have been speaking vaguely of ‘a time’ or ‘an age’. The insights that have 
emerged above now come together to require that we understand what characterises such a time 

4 This is similar to what Gadamer refers to as the ‘historical horizon’. See Gadamer (1991: 302–3).
5 At the moment, we mean by ‘essence’ only what answers the question ‘What is it to be X?’ Whatever 
answers the question ‘What is it to be history?’ is the essence of history.
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or age. We can say, first, that the differences and interruptions point to a stoppage, a ceasing, that 
in Greek could be called an ἐποχή. Therefore, history is ‘epochal’ in the sense that it is differenti-
ated by means of interruptions. There are, therefore, historical epochs or, better still, history is 
epochal. So, we can now rephrase the question as ‘what constitutes an historical epoch?’

As Heidegger will come to express it in 1946:

What are merely historiographically constructed philosophies of history supposed to tell 
us about history if they only dazzle us with a review of the material they adduce; if they 
explain history without ever thinking the foundations of the principles of explanation out 
of the essence of history, and this from out of being itself? (Heidegger 1977: 326; 2002: 245)

In this, there are two important points. The first is what we might call Heidegger’s critique 
of historiography, namely his critique of the notion that we can ‘get’ history if only we can 
gather enough material. While he does not draw this critique out here, we can say that there is 
an argument – and not just from Heidegger – that if we assume we can come to understand, 
for example, the Middle Ages, simply by gathering philosophical, religious, juridical, political, 
literary, etc., texts from the epoch, we must already understand what constitutes that epoch. If 
we want to understand Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae, and we think that this means we 
must gather other texts of the epoch – philosophical and extra-philosophical – to assist us, this 
means we already know what constitutes that epoch. We need, therefore, a way of enquiring 
into what constitutes the epoch.

Here, and this is the second point, Heidegger points out that, if we agree that history ‘mat-
ters’, we must give an account of the ‘foundation of the principles of explanation’ (emphasis 
added). For Heidegger, history is ontological in the sense that it is related to being at the most 
fundamental level. More precisely, being simply is historical for Heidegger. This conclusion 
is based on Heidegger’s insight that whenever we say that something is, or that X is Y, the ‘is’ 
in each case refers to that which is neither a thing nor a characteristic (i.e., to use the language 
of Aristotle and his medieval followers, is neither a substance nor an accident). Yet to what can 
this refer? Heidegger’s answer is that it refers to or uncovers being. This must mean that being 
is epochally – and, therefore, historically – differentiated. In order to understand how this can 
be the case, we must first understand how being is differentiation.

Short Excursus into Duns Scotus
Duns Scotus is famous for two main philosophical positions: (1) the irreducibility of singular-
ity in the notion of haecceitas and (2) the univocity of being.6 It turns out that, for Scotus, these 
two positions are fundamentally related – or, perhaps, the same proposition in reverse. That 
is, if, as Heidegger insists, being differentiates itself epochally, then we need to think through 
what it means to say that being is always ‘just being’, but, more so, how it is differentiated. For 
Scotus, the ‘univocity of being’ means that whenever being is predicated of anything – God, 
an accident, the planet Jupiter, a rock – the ‘content’ of the concept is always identical. Yet 
clearly God is not identical to the planet Jupiter. Therefore, there must be something other 
than ‘being’ that, along with being, constitutes any thing that is. If we take the example of ‘The 
Porphyrian Tree’, we can begin to see what this means (Fig. I.1).

6 E D I T O R S ’  I N T R O D U C T I O N

6 Deleuze claims that the ‘univocity of being’ is ‘the only ontological proposition’. See Deleuze (1968: 52, 
1994: 35).
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 E D I T O R S ’  I N T R O D U C T I O N  7

What Scotus draws from thinking through this ‘coordination of predicates’ is that the 
highest level – for him, being – must be completely determinable while the lowest – this – 
must be completely determinate, i.e., in no further way able to be determined. Scotus comes 
to think of determinability as a kind of [quasi] potentiality and determination as a kind of 
[quasi] actuality. As completely determinable, ‘being’ is empty in that it indicates everything 
that is not nothing and does so indiscriminately. Therefore, there is nothing that is simply 
‘being’ or ‘a being’. Every being is determined by something. What the tree illustrates, then, 
is that schema of determination. The schema is brought about by means of differentiation in 
that what determines being to be something – and there is nothing that is not something – is 
difference. The higher levels of the schema are brought about by means of a difference that 
results not in individuals but rather in kinds, i.e., in genera and species. At the lowest level, 
there is a differentiation that results in individuals. Since being is completely determinable 
and this last difference completely determining, we can say that this last level exhibits the 
‘highest actuality’.7

While Scotus’s position on the univocity of being and the role of differentiation is much 
more complex than we have presented it here, we can draw a few main points that are rel-
evant to our reading of being as epochal in Heidegger. First, Scotus does not insist that being 
is irrelevant because of its emptiness or indiscriminate pointing to everything. If being were 
irrelevant then only differentiation would be metaphysically relevant. In that case, we might 
wonder what is being differentiated. What is more, if there were only differentiation, then it 
would be impossible, both logically and metaphysically, to distinguish the kind of differentiation 

Fig. I.1 The Tree of Porphyry (editors’ own)

7 We draw this from various areas of Scotus’s thought. For a full scope of the argument, see LaZella 
(2019).
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that results in a group such as ‘animals’ from the differentiation that results in individuals. 
There are, in short, different ways or types of differentiation.8

Second, at each level, all the way up to being, the resulting genera, species or individuals 
just are what is differentiated. Paul, Hannah and Julian are human, their being is human being. 
Similarly, humans are animals. There is, therefore, a kind of identity that is running through the 
entire tree. While it may seem obvious, that identity is precisely what being is or means. However, 
the reverse of this is that being is or means just this schema of differentiation because there is 
no being that is not a coming together of determinability and determination. Being, in short, is 
differentiation, because anything that is has been determined to its actuality by differentiation.

Therefore, third, Scotus is the most sophisticated thinker of the coordination of being and 
difference, which is also to say the coordination of being and determination. While not always or 
even entirely thinking of Scotus, Heidegger points to just this same issue: the way in which any 
being ‘is’ must be directly related to the way in which being is differentiated, the way in which, 
as differentiated, being is ‘exhibited’, and, in ‘showing itself ’, is ‘captured’. This is just another 
way of saying that being is only relevant to the extent that it is something. Both Heidegger and 
Scotus show why being – i.e., what is – has its way of being from differentiation and that is 
another way of saying ‘enclosed’. There is a fundamental connection between Scotus’s thinking 
through of differentiation and the ‘Epochalisation of Being’.

Epoch as Differentiation of  Being
Heidegger’s argument which we began to trace above is that being is differentiated historically 
and the result is the various epochs of being. To continue with Scotus’s language, we can say that, 
for Heidegger, being is determined and the differentiation that provides the determination is 
historical. Heidegger links the ‘gathering’ of being – what above we called both ‘determination’ 
and ‘capture’ – to the question of truth and what he calls the ‘essence of being’.

The being of beings gathers itself (λέγεσθαι, λόγος) in the ultimacy of its destiny. The hith-
erto prevailing essence of being disappears into its still concealed truth. The history of being 
gathers itself in this departure. The gathering in this departure, as the gathering (λόγος) of the 
utmost (ἕσχατον) of its hitherto prevailing essence, is the eschatology of being. As destining, 
being itself is inherently eschatological. (Heidegger 1977: 327, 2002: 246)

Being ‘gathers itself ’ [das Sein versammelt sich], i.e., comes to appear in a determinate way. In this 
new mode of gathering, what constituted being – the essence of being [Das Wesen des Seins] – 
withers and passes away [untergeht]. Yet Heidegger insists that this perishing is a movement 
into its truth that it still concealed [in seine noch verhüllte Wahrheit]. This movement into a 
truth that remains concealed turns on Heidegger’s rethinking of the concept of truth already 
beginning in the 1930s. Heidegger begins that investigation by assuming the traditional (and, 
it seems, perennial) concept of truth as correspondence, or, as Aquinas puts it, ‘adequatio intel-
lectus et rei’.9 Heidegger shows that this definition of truth can only function as a definition 
if it itself is true. Yet, what is the correspondence involved in this truth, namely that truth is 
a correspondence between proposition/intellect and thing? The truth of the proposition that 
truth is a correspondence must be ‘self-evident’ to us and it is this self-evidence that guarantees 

8 E D I T O R S ’  I N T R O D U C T I O N

8 This is also why Scotus was insistent on the importance of ‘modal distinctions’. If, e.g., being a lion is a 
way [modus] of being an animal, then the difference between them would be modal.
9 Sancti Thomae De Aquino (1970), De Veritate, q.1, a.1c.
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 E D I T O R S ’  I N T R O D U C T I O N  9

truth as correspondence. However, this means that it is self-evident to us. Therefore, we become 
the guarantors of truth. We must ask, therefore, ‘. . . are we and what is self-evident to us, the 
ultimate and primary criterion [of truth]?’ (Heidegger 1997: 6, 2002: 4).10 The self-evidence of 
the essence of truth now requires a measure, and that measure is us. However, how we are the 
measure of truth is not equally self-evident. Therefore, truth has become incomprehensible and 
thus we need to gain some distance. That distance, Heidegger argues, can come from an inves-
tigation into the history of the essence of truth.

In the return back [der Schritt zurück] to the beginning of the notion of truth, Heidegger 
finds that, for the Greeks, truth is α-λήθεια understood as a privative: un-hiddenness or un-
concealment. As he comes to read Heraclitus, Plato and Aristotle, truth does not name a prop-
erty of propositions but names the very way in which a being is. In other words, truth is not an 
epistemological issue but an ontological one. Yet what does it mean to say that truth is uncon-
cealment? At first glance, this might be taken as indicating that truth is a certain revelation 
of what something is.11 However, if we take it in this sense of ‘revelation’, truth is once again 
inserted into a question of knowledge or perception. Rather, for Heidegger, this coming into 
unconcealment is just what it means for a being to be.

The coming into unconcealment has a twofold aspect. First, it means that a being comes out 
from the mass of other beings. You go to see and cheer your brother on as he runs the Chicago 
Marathon, in fact his first marathon. You stand along the route as masses of runners come 
towards you and pass by. None of them is an individual as each of them belongs to the clump 
of ‘not-hims’. You then see a familiar feature – a moustache, a roundness of the face, etc. – and 
then, not all at once but eventually, your brother emerges from out of the concealment that was 
the mass of all beings. In this way, a being is a being when it comes out from ‘behind’ all the 
other beings. Second, a being comes into unconcealment when it ‘gathers itself ’ in a certain way.

As an example of this ‘gathering,’ we can point to the Church of Saint Mark (Chiesa San 
Marco) in Florence, where there is an altar that is the resting place of, according to a card 
placed nearby, ‘the uncorrupted body of St. Antoninus’ (Atlas Obscura 2019). There is, of 
course, a way in which the claim that his body is uncorrupted is not true. However, given a cer-
tain factical life, the body of San Antoninus comes to the fore and comes to be present precisely 
as uncorrupted. By ‘factical life’, we refer to Heidegger’s early thinking in which philosophi-
cal questions – such as truth and being – are thought from out their emergence in day-to-day 
life.12 While this life is not always and not entirely steeped in the theoretical concerns of the 
philosophical tradition, if that philosophical tradition is meaningful, then the clues, questions 
and concerns of those who make their way through what is given – the root of ‘facticity’ and 
the ‘factical’ [ factum] – are that from which philosophy emerges and, therefore, should be that 

10 It is important to note that many medieval thinkers distinguished between what is self-evident in itself 
[per se nota in se] and what is self-evident for beings like humans, i.e., rational beings who are limited in 
the understanding both by being finite and by being embodied. Here, Heidegger does not seem to recog-
nise this distinction. However, his point is that the self-evidence of the truth of the definition of truth, 
namely that truth is correspondence, depends on it being self-evident to us and, therefore, we become the 
measure of truth tout court.
11 In his De Veritate, Anselm distinguishes between truth and a true thing. While truth belongs to a proposi-
tion, the truth of that proposition depends upon the prior ‘being true’ of a thing. ‘This is a triangle’, e.g., 
is true not merely because it corresponds to what is the case but also because the thing that is spoken of is 
a ‘true triangle’ or, we might say, ‘truly is a triangle’. This last formulation shows clearly what Heidegger 
is after in his argument.
12 See for example (Heidegger 1999), especially p. 5.
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for which philosophy is responsible. From out of the life of someone for whom the saints pro-
vide an everyday entry or opening to the divine, San Antoninus is an opening, and therefore is 
opened up as just that opening. San Antoninus’s flesh is also clearly corrupting, but not in the 
same factical life. The uncorrupted body of San Antoninus comes, like the brother in the mara-
thon, from out of the mass of beings and it comes out so as to appear, so as to come to presence, 
as the thing it is. Yet, in order for it to appear as, let us say, holy, an object of veneration, and, 
therefore, as ‘uncorrupted’, other ways in which it can come to appear recede or are hidden. In 
this way, its coming to be is unconcealment that is always, necessarily, also concealment.

Unconcealment is therefore always and at the same time concealment. The holy relic does 
not come forth while the scientific object (i.e., the obviously decomposing body) is present. 
Heidegger’s argument is that this unconcealment is truth and is what the ‘object’ is. There is, 
of course, no contradiction between the scientific appearance of the body and the holy relic. 
The venerable ‘object’ comes forth, it shows itself, and is unconcealed not from a ‘perspective’, 
but from a way of being – a way of its being and a way of our being. That one who sees the 
apparent corrupted body might be in the same space at the same time as one who understands 
that San Antoninus’s body is uncorrupted does not mean the two are in the same world.

We can now return to Heidegger’s insistence that the history of being gathers in the ‘depar-
ture’ [der Abschied].13 If we take as an example the coming-to-an-end of modernity, we can 
note that only after its going away can philosophers come to recognise the way in which it 
was an epoch in which beings came into presence – were unconcealed – in relation to the self-
possession of the thinking subject.14 While this epochal principle (self-consciousness) ‘held 
sway’, i.e., was active as an organising and ordering function, it remained hidden. We can 
note this if we pay attention to the fact that Descartes’s Meditations are Meditations on First 
Philosophy, i.e., ‘Meditations on metaphysics’. He did not set out to reduce all of being to the 
being-present-for-self-consciousness, nor did he take this to be the achievement of his project. 
The truth of being – being is being-for-self-consciousness – was concealed while it brought all 
things into unconcealment as present to consciousness. As Schürmann argues,

The establishment of a principle is its institution at the beginning of the period for which 
it will serve as ultimate point of reference, of recourse, thus dominating that era. Such a 
first becomes thinkable however only when its grip begins to loosen. The establishments 
bequeathed us are talked about and questioned as they collapse, so that we know history 
primarily by its reversals. (Schürmann 1987: 30)

Schürmann here argues that Heidegger’s insistence that the history of being gathers in the 
departure means that ‘[t]he reversals of history are what makes it intelligible’ (Schürmann 
1987: 30). In other words, the hegemonic15 hold that a principle has over its epoch ‘goes 
without saying’ until it no longer is the ultimate referent of that epoch. Only in withering 
and passing are epochal principles intelligible. What is more, the very claim about epochal 
principles as such is intelligible – by the same argument – only on the condition that his-
tory has ceased to be epochal and, therefore, that epochal principles no longer function to 
‘hold together’ an epoch. We are, on Schürmann’s account, able to think, for the first time, 

10 E D I T O R S ’  I N T R O D U C T I O N

13 The German here means not only a going away but a marking of that going away. It is as a ‘waving 
goodbye’, or a ‘taking one’s leave’ and not a mere ‘slipping away unnoticed’.
14 This is what Schürmann calls the ‘hypothesis of closure’ (Schürmann 1987: 33–43).
15 In his final work, Des hégémonies brises (Broken Hegemonies), Schürmann shifts from speaking of ‘prin-
ciples’ to speaking of ‘hegemonic fantasms’. We will discuss this more fully below.
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anarchically, without arche, i.e., without epochal principles. Yet even though we are able to be 
outside epochal history, it is nonetheless the case, for Schürmann, that history is still epochal 
and its epochs are determined by principles.

Towards a Critical History: On Critique and Rescue
How can such an epochal history be critical? Given our observations in section 1, it would appear 
that a critical history would be opposed to an epochal one. This is because epochs seem to be as 
essential as (if not more essential than) the natural kinds we argued against in section 1. There, we 
exposed the difficulty of gathering the incredible diversity of medieval and Renaissance thinkers 
around a singular principle. That difficulty must be brought to bear on the notion of epochal his-
tory we investigated in section 2. However, there are important issues that the Heideggerian (and 
perhaps more so, the Schürmannian) notion of epochal history raises.

Epochal histories are organised around an ultimate referent as a principle. As Schürmann 
explains in Broken Hegemonies, an epoch is a fantasmic organisation instituted by language. The 
fantasm makes e pluribus unum (Schürmann 2003: 4–8). Schürmann goes on to note: ‘A fantasm 
is hegemonic when an entire culture relies on it as if it provided that in the name of which one 
speaks and acts’ (Schürmann 2003: 7). The hegemon, as the chief-represented, functions as the 
mechanism by which singulars are classified and inscribed in and under an authoritative norm. 
This norm determines what may appear during the epoch; it constitutes the phenomenality of 
phenomena.

We have raised arguments to show compelling reasons why periods in the history of philoso-
phy can be understood only as the most gerrymandered of sets. Epochs, it would seem, claim too 
great a unity. In terms of the epoch at issue for this volume (medieval and Renaissance), Schür-
mann argues that the period speaks Latin. This epoch marks a break from its Greek-speaking 
predecessor. The hegemonic fantasm of the one (hen) organises the latter, nature (natura) the 
former (self-consciousness is then the fantasm that follows in the so-called ‘Modern’ epoch of 
the history of philosophy whose language is ‘the vernacular’).16 Not only does the unity ‘medieval 
and Renaissance’ seem ill-fitted for a single epochal-sending of being, but even ‘medieval’ taken 
by itself names a multiplicity of trajectories, not all of which speak Latin. Is there a single hege-
monic fantasm that makes the complex geographical, temporal, linguistic, cultural, religious and 
institutional landscape of medieval and Renaissance philosophy e pluribus unum?

The answer to these questions might be yes if we understand the unum (e pluribus) in terms 
of what Schürmann calls an ultimate referent rather than a supreme one. That is, to understand 
the conditions of the possibility under which an epoch is constituted, we must not turn to one 
appearing measure among others, but instead to a non-appearing measure. Schürmann explains:

The history of hegemonic fantasms is the history of ultimate referents, which are, quite liter-
ally, ‘nothing’, non-res. A ‘supreme’ standard, in political economy, would be a standard com-
modity (gold, oil); an ‘ultimate’ standard would be the variable relation of goods to a factor 
that is itself variable. A fantasmic economy is a result of the variable relations among beings, 
large or small, to a referent that is itself diachronically variable; a relational referent that 
does not appear among beings. The doctrine of principles treats of these ultimate authorities. 
(Schürmann 2003: 8)

16 While there might be difficulties surrounding Schürmann’s identification of natura as the organising 
principle of medieval and Renaissance philosophy, we will argue presently that the epoch(s) might actu-
ally resist Schürmann’s framework altogether.
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For Schürmann, an epoch is best understood as an economy. An economy is a relation of things 
determined to have ‘value’, and that value allows movement of and relation between things. 
It also allows a circulation.

Following Marx, Schürmann sees that the value that is the condition of the possibility for 
exchange, i.e., the condition for the possibility of ‘appearing’ within that economy, only func-
tions to the extent that it is outside of the exchange (i.e., the appearing) and circulation (i.e., 
relation) of value. In other words, corn and iron can only confront one another17 if they are 
brought to appear in a certain way. What allows them to appear to one another is a third thing 
that is not part of the exchange. There is, therefore, a standard on the basis of which corn and 
iron can be seen as exchangeable. Corn and iron, on this example, appear to one another and 
also appear in an entire economy. That appearance, however, is based on a measure or stan-
dard. Yet that standard does not appear. It is a referent in that corn and iron both refer back to 
a ‘non-thing’ (because not appearing) that is their own condition for appearing. In this way, 
the referent (at this stage in the analogy, abstract labour power) brings around itself all other 
beings and makes them what they are. This referent is ultimate, according to Schürmann, if it 
is also variable. What Schürmann uncovers is that from within an epoch such a referent must 
‘go without saying’ if it establishes the economy of the epoch. However, from the perspective 
of this history of  epochs, the referent is itself variable, i.e., comes to be, withers and falls away. 
In its passing away, a principle becomes intelligible.

Critique retraces the process by which the unsaid of a given epoch, or its ultimate referent, 
is constituted. In this way, Schürmann goes some distance towards such a critical history of 
philosophy. As we will argue below, a critical history unearths how a multiplicity of disparate 
elements comes to be constituted as a set of factors belonging to a single ‘economy’ in the sense 
described above. On the way towards uncovering a critical history, we can ask: how does a mul-
tiplicity of disparate elements come to appear together under an unseen measure? How do they 
come to move together for a time around a centre that is no thing, but not nothing?

To answer these questions, the notion of ‘apparatus’ [dispositif ] that Foucault uses to find 
the middle ground between an ‘internal’ and ‘external’ principle of gathering a period together 
seems a more fruitful approach to a critical history, while at the same time maintaining the 
insights of an epochal history.

What I’m trying to pick out with this term [dispositif  ] is, firstly, a thoroughly heterogeneous 
ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, 
laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral and philan-
thropic propositions – in short, the said as much as the unsaid. Such are the elements of 
the apparatus [dispositif  ]. The apparatus [dispositif  ] itself is the system of relations that can 
be established between these elements. (Foucault 1980: 194)

We can note that, for Foucault, a dispositif  is both heterogeneous and an ‘ensemble’. In this 
sense, the ‘unity’ of an apparatus, a dispositif, arises not, as it were, internally, but emerges from 
the very relations that are established from the elements that belong to it. Second, the dispositif 
includes both explicit elements – the ‘said’ – and implicit elements – the ‘unsaid’.

12 E D I T O R S ’  I N T R O D U C T I O N

17 Schürmann’s ‘economic’ language calls to mind the argument that Marx makes in Capital that exchange 
value is the Erscheinungsform of a reality that is distinct from it. In other words, there are social conditions 
for the appearance of a use-value as commodity, conditions that are themselves historically variable. See 
Marx (1976: chapter 1).
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From this perspective, the ‘Middle Ages’ as much as the ‘Renaissance’, and more so the 
conjunction of ‘medieval and Renaissance philosophy’ might be a ‘system of relations’ between 
elements that, of themselves, have no direct ontological or epistemological relation. Thinking 
epochs as other than essences or natural kinds, we must conceive of them as temporal ensembles 
of disparate elements. For a time, these disparate elements revolve around a common centre. As 
suggested above, this common centre is not one more being among others; it is not one more 
thing. Rather, this non-thing (non-res) is an ultimate referent in the sense that for a time, the 
disparate elements circle around it.

Perhaps the best image to capture an epochal ensemble that is a something, but not a what, 
is a hurricane. A hurricane is not a what, it possesses no stable centre or core. And yet, for a 
time, certain disparate elements move together around a centre that is not itself a thing. These 
elements move together for a time, until they are released from this ensemble into their own. 
Where a hurricane begins and ends, which elements are internal and which ones are external, 
cannot be decided by an absolute measure. Furthermore, only after the fact can the full trajec-
tory of the hurricane, which bears a proper name (e.g., Andrew, Katrina, Irma), be understood. 
Even the best predictive models cannot accurately forecast its trajectory, speeds or point of 
impacts as it is happening. Given the total impact caused by the event that is a hurricane, it 
only seems right to baptise it with a proper name. And yet a proper name, usually applied to 
seemingly stable substances, here belies what is really a temporal ensemble. That is, for a time 
the disparate multiplicity moves together and reinforces the centre that is not itself a thing, but 
that is not nothing.

Relying on this image of a hurricane, we might say that epochal history unearths more 
than arbitrary, gerrymandered sets. The sets are not merely constituted by historians of phi-
losophy ex post facto. Epochs, like hurricanes, are obviously something; they have real effects 
in the world and engage with the world around them in real time. But, epochs, again like 
hurricanes, are not essences or natural kinds. (Heidegger might overplay his hand at times 
in describing epochal history as a sending of being.) Epochs are not things with an essential 
nature, but ways in which an ensemble of things moves together for a time before it falls apart. 
The centre holds, not as a supreme something, but instead as an ultimate referent that is itself 
no thing.

As discussed above, a time or an age, that is, an epoch, can be defined in terms of interrup-
tions or differences by which the epoch can be seen as a gathering force (or ‘sending’) around 
which disparate elements are positioned. Positioned beyond essences and/or natural kinds, on 
the one hand, and gerrymandered sets, on the other, epochs serve as the object of critical history. 
Critical history shows the conditions of the possibility under which several elements (some 
pre-existing, some generated along the way) come to hold together for a time around a centre 
that is no thing but not nothing, then such elements are gradually released into new ensembles 
or as free radicals.

Taken in abstraction, such elements may appear to be the same. For example, both Anselm 
and Descartes offer what Kant will later come to dub ‘an ontological argument’ for the existence 
of God. Likewise, both al-Ghazali and David Hume are sceptical about our ability to derive the 
necessity of cause and effect from observation of constant conjunction. And yet, either element 
(i.e., the Ontological Argument or Critique of Causation) must be properly understood within 
its context (i.e., temporal ensemble). One seeking to derive a standard logical argument from 
Anselm’s Proslogion does violence to this text. Making a beeline to Chapter 2, while ignoring the 
preparatory remarks, misses the point. In a similar vein, to treat al-Ghazali’s causal scepticism in 
purely epistemological or ontological terms, while bracketing his views on the divine attribute s 
(in particular, the attribute of Power) or Ash’arite atomism, risks misunderstanding these rich 
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arguments. A critical history unearths those conditions under which a seemingly similar ele-
ment, such as the ones mentioned above, comes to hold around disparate epochal centres.

A critical history of philosophy emerges at what seems to be an impasse. If an epochal his-
tory of philosophy insists on a principle around which the thought of an epoch turns then, as 
we have argued, there is an insufficiency in that such a history cannot gather together all the 
philosophers of that epoch. Against this, the Foucauldian notion of a dispositif  showed more 
promise in that it did not rely on a merely internal principle. This is because such a critical 
genealogy destabilises essences and shows that they emerge as contingent happenings, which 
nevertheless take hold and produce real effects in the world (Foucault 1977). Between an inter-
nal epochal principle and the mere relations among elements for which there is no principle, a 
critical history of philosophy intervenes.

A critical history of philosophy not only engages in critique but also in rescue (Adorno 
1998: 34, 2001:19). That is, on the one hand, it shows the conditions of the possibility under 
which a certain epoch (or archive) is constituted. On the other, it also seeks to retrieve or repeat 
possibilities in the history of philosophy that have been obscured or covered over by a his-
tory that demands that each thinker is put in their ‘place’. This seemingly rational demand, a 
demand that creates the ‘history of philosophy’, appears in multiples guises: it may appear as 
a certain ‘grand’ teleological narrative that leads from the past to the present; or it may appear 
as curatorial histories or historiographies (Historie, not Geschichte) that put everything back in 
place as it was; or it may appear as analytic histories of philosophy that go back to the past in 
order to mine it for hidden gems and resources that may prove valuable in the present.18

Rescue does not mean to justify, rewrite or revise a bygone past. Rather, rescue entails 
blasting through the reality of history as a solid-state object in order repeat a lost possibility 
that is obdurate against such presentism. Adorno explains: ‘[t]he means employed in negative 
dialectics for the penetration of its hardened objects is possibility – the possibility of which 
their reality has cheated the objects and which is nonetheless visible in each one’ (Adorno 1973: 
52, 2003: 62). Critical history rescues insofar as it retrieves or repeats a past possibility covered 
over in an ossified reality. Critical history must win back a possibility cheated historical objects 
by their reality. Reality is nothing but sedimented history and, as such, the spoils of the victors. 
A critical history, according to Adorno, penetrates this sedimented reality by means of possibil-
ity, opening up this history against what has actually become the case.

The role of possibility stands at the core of a critical history of philosophy. But we ought 
to be clear on what we mean here by ‘possibility’. Otherwise, one might worry, with W. V. O. 
Quine, that possibility might overgrow into a Meinongian Jungle. How can we tell apart the pos-
sible fat man at the door from the possible bald one? How can I distinguish my possible sister from my 
possible best friend? Such an overgrown ontology seems to call for Ockham’s razor to trim the 
fat (not to mix metaphors).

Critical rescue requires that we avoid rendering the fat of the ‘possible’ into the lean of 
the actual (or the real). This is because, as Marcuse shows in One Dimensional Man, such an 
exorcism (to invoke yet another metaphor) leads to ghosts. Marcuse begins the final section 
‘The Chance for Alternatives’ by calling out the situation of contemporary analytic philosophy. 
‘The commitment of analytic philosophy to the mutilated reality of thought and speech shows 
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18 It is interesting to note that in each of the cases we speak about here, a certain principle establishes an 
impermeable reality and, therefore, all of them share a feature with the Heideggerian/Schürmannian 
notion of epochal history.
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forth strikingly in its treatment of universals’ (Marcuse 1964: 203). Analytic philosophy remains 
haunted by the ghosts of those metaphysical problems it attempts to exorcise. The haunting 
occurs because logical and linguistic analysis, the staples of analytic reduction, cannot account 
for the full scale of meaning for the terms it attempts to eliminate: mind, will, self, good.

Marcuse goes on to argue that ‘even in this battle of the ghosts, forces are called up which 
might bring the phony war to an end’ (Marcuse 1964: 204). He explains that despite the best 
attempts of Gilbert Ryle or W. V. O. Quine to reductively translate such universal terms as 
‘nation’, ‘state’, ‘the British Constitution’ to the particular entities from which they emerge, these 
attempts fail. He explains ‘the way in which such things and people are organized, integrated, 
and administered operates as an entity different from its component parts – to such an extent that 
it can dispose of life and death, as in the case of the nation and the constitution’ (Marcuse 1964: 
205). A real ghost emerges as the specter haunting an unrealised set of possibilities.

Critical rescue entails showing that there is more in the abstract noun than merely the sum 
total of the quality: there is more in Beauty than in beautiful things; in Justice than in just 
things. Asking whether the possible bald man at the door is identical with the possible fat man 
at the door, à la Quine, misses the point entirely. Rather, Marcuse adds, ‘The possibility of an 
entirely different societal organization of life has nothing in common with the “possibility” of a 
man with a green hat appearing in all doorways tomorrow’ (Marcuse 1964: 216). Possibility, as 
obdurate, stands against that which reality/actuality as the imperfect state of current of affairs 
does not offer us. Without it, and without realism, how we can go beyond the present?

A critical history of philosophy, therefore, takes seriously what Schürmann calls the ‘phe-
nomenology of historical epochs’ in that it sees how – to a certain extent – the history of phi-
losophy in the West does move, historically, between periods in which thought seems organised 
by principles/fantasms that ‘go without saying’ and, therefore, remain unsaid. It attempts to 
bring the unsaid to a certain visibility. More than that, and countering the Heideggerian/
Schürmannian tendency, it sees within an epoch the moments in which other possibilities were 
voiced, even if sotto voce. Such a critical history, therefore, works to uncover those unrealised 
possibilities and it does so by means of positioning thinkers and concepts in new constellations.

Bringing thinkers and concepts into new constellations is not a mode of explaining ‘the 
history of philosophy’ but, rather, a way of bringing to the fore what would otherwise remain 
invisible. In so doing, a critical history of philosophy attempts a certain fidelity that is other 
than ‘what actually happened’ and other than the gathering of ‘facts’ of a historicism. At its 
best, a critical history of philosophy will bear witness to the fragments, broken voices, excluded 
and ‘peripheral’ thinkers who also form the ‘history of philosophy’.

Overview of the Volume
The chapters in this volume each take up various themes, trajectories, movements and think-
ers in the medieval and Renaissance periods with a view towards what makes the periods living 
contributions to philosophy. They do this, sometimes explicitly, sometimes implicitly, with a 
hermeneutic framework that is critical in the ways we have exposed.

The essays in ‘Part I Bodies/Pleasures: Embodiment, Affect and Forms of Life’ engage in 
a rethinking of the range of issues relating to human life in its embodied condition. In fact, one 
of the reasons why these periods are ‘skipped over’ in this history of philosophy is the perceived 
‘denial of the flesh’ that belongs to a Christian notion of sin and salvation or to various forms 
of Islamic ascetic practice. In cases where salvation also has to do with ‘the resurrection of the 
flesh’ (which is the case for some forms of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) that redeemed flesh 
will, so the account goes, be perfected and freed from ‘defect’, ‘desire’, ‘pleasure’ and the need 
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for sexual expression. In Chapter 1, Karmen MacKendrick challenges these notions in relation 
to Augustine of Hippo and the traditions upon which he is drawing. By tracing a path through 
Augustine’s own intellectual development, MacKendrick not only unveils the role of matter and 
embodiment in the various late ancient schools with which Augustine engaged; she also begins 
a re-examination of his complex views on desire and delight in our embodied, intercorporeal 
state. Scott Williams recovers a way of thinking disability in the Middles Ages. In Chapter 2, 
he shows how medieval thinkers thought about disability and ability in relation to sin and salva-
tion in the ‘intersection’ between medieval thought and contemporary theorists of disability. In 
Chapter 3, Lisa Mahoney uncovers a notion of creativity in the production of art in relation to 
its function. She shows that creativity often finds expression in the ‘margins’ of texts (literally) 
and other works of art. This creativity is an expression of the pleasure of creating but also visu-
ally aids the viewer to come to a religious or theological pleasure. Maggie Labinski engages in a 
rethinking of the status and role of women by looking at the education of women in Augustine, 
Peter Abelard and Thomas Aquinas. Through education, she is able to show the ways in which 
women were positioned in terms of intellect and the possibility of achieving knowledge of the 
truth. Finally, Chapter 5 looks at moral affects and the notion of sin by investigating the concept 
of shame. Daniel Dahlstrom argues that shame, particularly in Thomas Aquinas, is a complex 
emotion or passion that is at once individual and social, bodily and spiritual.

‘Part II Soul and the World/Soul Beyond the World: Experience, Thought and Language’ 
brings together chapters that discuss various modes by which we humans not only access 
ourselves and the world around us, but also seek an otherworldly transcendence. As these 
chapters show, medieval and Renaissance thinkers were attuned to both the possibilities for 
and limitations of what we might call access to truth. By what mechanisms do we humans 
know ourselves, the world and God? What are the limits of our cognitive and linguistic abili-
ties, both in their natural conditions as well as their supernatural, or perfected, states?

In Chapter 6, Emmanuel Falque looks to the notion of experience developed in thinkers 
reflecting on monastic life. He develops this notion of experience in conversation with the phi-
losophy of experience in contemporary phenomenological and hermeneutic thought and shows 
that the medieval understanding forces us to understand the fundamental unity of hermeneu-
tics and phenomenology. In Chapter 7, Dermot Moran traces the dialectic between being and 
non-being in the medieval tradition of Neoplatonism. Neoplatonism in general, the chapter’s 
primary representative of this tradition (that is, John Scottus Eriugena) in particular, devises an 
original approach to the question of God’s nothingness in its attempt to think divine transcen-
dence. Eriugena’s meontology offers an insightful glimpse into the much-overlooked concept of 
nothingness in Western thought. Costantino Marmo engages the role of language as part of a 
broader medieval conception of semiotics. Unlike our narrower focus on philosophy of language – 
a focus that oftentimes influences our readings of medieval philosophy – Chapter 8 traces 
the development of a general semiotics throughout the Middle Ages. In Chapter 9, Alberto 
Martinengo explores the role of ascesis in medieval mysticism as a path for grounding identity. 
For medieval mystics, such as Meister Eckhart, ascesis functions as a process of granting being, 
an event rather than a thing. As an event, being is a being called to being and happens. It is not 
a certain type of thing (e.g., a substance). Martinengo shows how, despite a contested identity 
among scholars, Meister Eckhart’s proto-evental conception of being carries much resonance 
for twentieth-century continental philosophy (e.g., Martin Heidegger, Reiner Schürmann, etc.). 
Peter Casarella rounds out this section by exploring the power of language with respect to the 
challenges of dialogue. Chapter 10 shows how Nicholas Cusanus derives ‘an enigmatic’ theory 
of dialogue through his speculation on the divine absolute. Amidst Cusanus’s contested legacy, 
and in dialogue with such ‘post-modern’ thinkers as Gadamer, Derrida, Agamben and others, 
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Casarella argues that Cusanus’s theory of dialogue offers a path to interrogate the excesses of 
modern rationalism.

Another way in which the medieval and Renaissance periods are occluded in our understand-
ing of the history of philosophy is through the implicit notion that political theory, or any genu-
ine understanding of politics, is either entirely absent or only sporadically present in less than 
systematic ways (Marsilius of Padua, Ockham, Machiavelli and Grotius). ‘Real’ political theory 
is often understood to begin in modernity with the rise of the social contract tradition. The 
chapters in ‘Part III Politics/Community: Justice, Injustice and Power’ recover the rich thinking 
of community and the body politic in the Middle Ages and Renaissance. In Chapter 11, Joshua 
Hayes investigates the tradition of cosmopolitan thought in medieval Islamic thought to show 
how thinkers in that tradition exposed the ‘unity’ of all humans as members of the community 
that results from a proper understanding of the cosmos. In Chapter 12, Jason Aleksander looks 
at the relation of the ‘intellectual virtues’ that are presented in Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics 
(techne, sophia, episteme, phronesis and nous). Through Moses Maimonides and Dante, Aleksander 
shows how a rethinking of these virtues opens up a rethinking of the relation of religion/politics 
to philosophy. This thinking of both virtue and community are brought together in Chapter 13. 
Pascal Massie shows how the Franciscan insistence on poverty and the reaction against that insis-
tence help to uncover a notion of property and dominion that challenges the human relation to 
things. An insistence on something such as poverty as both an ethical and a spiritual virtue/value 
can easily lead to a positing of a notion of a community that is not of this world or of this place. 
Georgios Steiris argues, in Chapter 14, that during the Renaissance there was both a renewed 
interest in the science of nature and a profusion of the production of utopias. He shows that there 
is a connection between the thinking of a utopia and the thinking of nature as a living whole. 
Finally, Chapter 15 shows the challenges to the notion of the human and the human community 
that were posed by the conquest of the Americas. Felipe Castañeda investigates the intense debate 
among (primarily) Spanish theologians and philosophers concerning the status of the indigenous 
people of the Americas. Casteñeda exposes the tension between a developing notion of (universal) 
natural rights and a duty to evangelise.

‘Part IV Repetitions: Tradition and Historical Inheritance’ situates the Middle Ages and 
Renaissance with respect to its past and future. How did these thinkers receive and transform 
the traditions they inherited? These traditions include both that of the oftentimes ‘pagan’ phi-
losophy of the ancient world, as well as the various religious traditions in which the thinkers 
were situated. With respect to the future, we might ask: how have these epochs been received 
and transformed by thinkers who have come after them, including us? In other words, why go 
back to the Middle Ages and Renaissance when doing philosophy? Why not, as with Descartes, 
wash our hands of this heritage and start from scratch?

In Chapter 16, Idit Dobbs-Weinstein shows that what appears to be a ‘gaping lacuna’ in the 
philosophy of Gersonides, that is, that he did not produce a commentary on Aristotle’s Nich-
omachean Ethics, is actually filled through a careful reading of his Commentary on Ecclesiastes. 
Gersonides’s reception of the Aristotelian text is not straightforward and shows that Gersonides 
is writing between a materialist natural science and a modern ethics/politics. In Chapter 17, 
Wayne Hankey challenges dominant misconceptions of Platonic and Neoplatonic understand-
ings of matter and the material world. He shows how despite these misconceptions, French 
philosophy of the last 150 years has been inspired by the radical incarnationalism of various 
Platonists and Neoplatonists. Mark Jordan uncovers a richer variety of ‘medieval ethics’ by 
rethinking the question in terms of its periodisation, language and cultural geography; the 
genres and methods of medieval ethics; and the topics and disciplines of medieval ethics. 
Chapter 18 provides three illustrations of ‘etho-poetic projections’ to expose the question: 

6314_LaZella and Lee.indd   176314_LaZella and Lee.indd   17 06/04/20   3:56 PM06/04/20   3:56 PM



how do I expect myself to be re-subjectivated by enquiring into the history of medieval ethics? 
Perhaps more than any other concept, difference has been the focus of twentieth-century 
‘continental’ philosophy. In Chapter 19, Eleanor Kaufman traces the link between medieval and 
contemporary French treatments of difference. Bringing together Gilles Deleuze’s scattered 
remarks on difference in medieval philosophy with Louis Althusser’s less apparent, but no less 
important, treatment of the subject, she makes the case for the need to return to medieval phi-
losophy and its robust thinking of difference.
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1

Augustine of  Hippo in Medieval and Contemporary 
Dialogues on Embodiment

Karmen MacKendrick

Few early Christian thinkers have had such lasting influence as Augustine of Hippo. Librarian 
Paul Schrodt’s (2001: 169) remarks from 2001 are exemplary:

It has often been remarked that the history of western philosophy can easily be construed 
as a series of ‘footnotes’ to Plato, for Plato’s insights seem so rich that nearly every philoso-
pher after him can be understood in terms of how his or her thoughts relate to the seminal 
insights of Plato. In a similar and somewhat oversimplified vein, we would state that the 
history of theology in the West can analogously be construed as a series of ‘footnotes’ or 
annotations to the articulated thoughts and theology of Augustine.1

Born in 354 in what is now Algeria, Augustine studied and taught rhetoric in Carthage, Rome 
and Milan, eventually returning to Algeria to serve as a bishop until his death in 430. Though 
Augustine’s life unfolded within the Roman Empire, his thought developed in relation to both 
Roman and Hellenic philosophy, especially as the latter emerged from the vibrant philosophi-
cal exchanges in Alexandria during the preceding centuries. By the time that Augustine began 
his education, the intermixture of philosophical schools was thoroughgoing, though members 
of those various schools insisted all the more on their differences (Engberg-Pedersen 2010: 5).

Troels Engberg-Pedersen (2010: 1) sets up some of these antecedents, describing Alexandria 
as ‘a place where dogmatic, nonskeptical Platonism began to develop into Middle Platonism’ 
in the first centuries CE. He credits Eudorus of Alexandria (first century  BCE), who added a 
Neopythagorean twist to the work of ‘new Academician turned Stoic’ Antiochus of Ascalon 
(130–69/68 BCE). Our knowledge of Antiochus’s ideas comes largely through one of his pupils, 
the Roman orator Cicero (106–43 BCE), whose work first turned Augustine towards philosophy 
(Engberg-Pederson 2010: 2).2 Among the schools, Platonism became the dominant philosophy 
even before Augustine’s time, but by then it had thoroughly absorbed many other influences. 
The resulting eclectic Platonism is now labelled Neoplatonism, though those given the label 
simply understood themselves as faithful interpreters of Plato.

Augustine, for all the variety in his antecedents, is generally understood as a Neoplatonic 
Christian, an understanding that runs something like this: holding on to Platonism’s unwavering 

1 Cf. (Helm 2004: 11). The comment on Plato is by Whitehead (1978: 39): ‘The safest general characteri-
zation of European philosophy is that it consists of a series of footnotes to Plato.’
2 Cicero writes glowingly of Antiochus (Cicero 1933: 91, 235).
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dualism and conviction of the inferiority of the flesh and the senses, Augustine’s Christianity 
imposes stringent standards of behaviour, condemning the body, disapproving of the pleasures 
of the flesh and any devotion to them, and demanding instead an austere devotion to God – but 
not so austere as to draw undue attention to embodiment (he even approves of marriage, though 
granting that it is not quite as good as virginity).3 This hostile anti-carnality comes to typify 
so much of Christianity that Friedrich Nietzsche will put the hatred of pleasure and the flesh 
at the centre of his furious criticisms of Christians and their ‘slave morality’ (see Nietzsche 
1988). Hostility to bodies is also read into the classical philosophies that influenced Augustine – 
Neoplatonism, but Stoicism as well, particularly as the Roman Stoics come to emphasise ascetic 
self-control. In other words, Augustine inherits a hatred of bodies and pleasure, intensifies it 
and passes it on to Christianity ever after.

This description has been debated in recent decades. In 2005, Margaret Miles (309) argues 
that it is ‘caricatures and misconceptions of Augustine’s teachings [that] have contributed to 
western societies in which all bodies – human and non-human – are the helpless victims of the 
joyless pursuit of sex, power, and possessions’. She has in mind theologians such as Uta Ranke-
Heinemann (1990: 75, 78) who writes, ‘The man who fused Christianity together with hatred 
of sex and pleasure into a systematic unity was the greatest of the Church Fathers, St. Augus-
tine’, who ‘equat[es] pleasure with perdition’. Though arguing that Augustine turns from love to 
hatred of pleasure upon his conversion to Christianity, she includes ‘Augustine, Thomas, Jerome, 
the Stoics, Philo’, in ‘the whole antipleasure tradition’ (Ranke-Heinemann 1990: 82). Martha 
Nussbaum (1990: 365–91) too reads Augustine’s ideal as dehumanised, an effort to reach the 
disembodied life of an angel.

For centuries, the view that Augustine rejected the body in favour of the soul seemed per-
fectly fine. But eventually even philosophers, abstract lot though we are, begin viewing bodies a 
little more positively. The result is that the image of Augustine’s thinking as anti-corporeal and 
anti-hedonic remains, but the evaluation of it alters. Paul Helm ruefully comments,

the tendency at present . . . is not so much to damn [Augustine] with faint praise as to damn 
him because he is thought to present a bloodless, passionless idea of the Christian life that 
is hyper-intellectual and that finds no proper place for the physical and, in particular, for 
the embodied. He is said to be a Platonist, a dualist, even a Manichean – even though he 
avowedly repudiated Manicheism. (Helm 2004: 11)

I suspect that Augustine’s complex and contradictory views of bodies, in their very contrari-
ness, actually tell us something that resists our urge for simplification. Let us see why these 
accusations matter.

Augustine as Manichaean
While studying rhetoric at Carthage, Augustine read Cicero’s Hortensius, probably as a standard 
part of the curriculum. He declares that Cicero changed his life, turning him towards a love of 
philosophy and the search for truth. This search in turn led him to Manichaeaism, which he 

3 ‘Therefore, marriage and fornication are not two evils, the second of which is worse; but marriage and 
continence are two goods, the second of which is better’, ‘Non ergo duo mala sunt coniubium et fornication, 
quorum alterum peius, sed duo bona sunt, conubium et continentia, quorum alterum est Melius . . . “De bono 
coniugalia”’ (Augustine 1955: §8).
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embraced for the next nine years (Augustine 1991b: 3.4.7–8). Jason BeDuhn (2009: 1.31) notes 
that North African Manichaeaism ‘looked more like a philosophical system than a religion – and 
that was an important part of its appeal’. Certainly this was part of its appeal for Augustine. 
Manichaean teachers, he writes, ‘promised to make Christianity intelligible[;] . . . not to resort to 
superstitions that overawed the unsophisticated among the faithful, and . . . not [to] intimidate 
smaller fry. They vowed to . . . appeal to reason, pure and simple. Who would not be seduced by 
such promises?’ (Augustine 2006 [1891]: 809–10). In fact, the faith’s founder, Mani, claimed to 
establish his religion on a comprehensive, solid science, rather like L. Ron Hubbard (Kaufman 
2012: 810).

Although claiming themselves to be Christian, the Manichaeans held that the world’s creator 
was an evil demiurge, who fought with the good god of Light and imprisoned the immaterial soul 
in the inferior matter of the body. Rigorous asceticism was necessary to free the divine spark of 
the soul from the trap of flesh. They regarded the body of Christ as a pure appearance; the notion 
of a material or materialised god was absurd to them, and so too the notion of flesh that is itself 
good. Augustine was never a Manichaean of the innermost circle, which would have required him 
to be celibate, but he did take up more moderate ascetic practices, such as vegetarianism.

Augustine had many reasons for eventually leaving the Manichaeans. As Peter Iver Kaufman 
points out, the Manichaean elect sought followers and celebrity status, and attracted them 
charismatically – but they did not have particularly good answers to deep questions: ‘They 
kept saying “truth, truth,” and told me that they had much to reveal, yet there was no truth in 
them’ (et dicebant: ‘veritas et veritas,’  et multum eam dicibant mihi, et nusquam erat in eis, sed falsa 
loquebantur non de te tantum, qui vere veritas es . . .) (Augustine 1991a: 3.6.10). Augustine was 
especially dismayed by the quarrelsomeness and low ethical standards among the elect, finding 
asceticism no match for arrogance and dishonesty.4 The Manichaeans lacked not only answers 
but, perhaps more importantly, intellectual as well as personal humility, as Kaufman points 
out. The humility that Christianity values as a virtue (contrary to classical pride) is also essen-
tial to dialogue. Without it, dialectical discussion becomes one-sided lecture – and Augustine 
had been drawn to Manichaeaism precisely for the conversations (Kaufman 2012: 810–11). He 
also valued the Socratic form of humility, claiming that the ability of humans to grasp truth 
is limited, and that God’s unlimited truth is beyond our comprehension (see Augustine 2005; 
Plato 1966: 20d–e, 23a–b).

Augustine went on to write extensively against the Manichaeans, rejecting their claims 
that the created world is evil in favour of the claim by the God of Genesis that it is in fact 
‘very good’. Despite this, scholars sometimes wonder if his rejection was motivated by political 
expedience, as imperial Rome increasingly pursued and persecuted this suspiciously Persian 
faith (see BeDuhn 2009: 136; Kaufman 2012: 811). Or they suspect that he was unable to shake 
the Manichean influence entirely – that it appears in a turn away from physicality. Even when 
he insists that the body is neither evil nor a trap for the soul, Augustine may suggest that the 
soul is superior to the flesh, and that the latter presents numerous temptations (see Augustine 
1933: 13.22). According to Judith Chelius Stark (2007: 22), ‘He . . . wrestled to extirpate from 
his thinking the Manichaean position that claimed the material world and the human body 
were the sites of the evil force in the cosmos, attempting to overcome the good by entrapping 
it in matter.’ BeDuhn (2009: 56) also argues that Augustine’s inward turn, widely credited as 
a founding moment in the creation of subjectivity, is an echo of a Manichean concern with 
interiority, an interior construed as mind and not as flesh.

4 This point is central in Kaufman.

6314_LaZella and Lee.indd   236314_LaZella and Lee.indd   23 06/04/20   3:56 PM06/04/20   3:56 PM



24 K A R M E N  M A C K E N D R I C K

Sceptical Interlude
In his disenchantment with Manichaeaism, Augustine, like the final members of Plato’s Acad-
emy, turned to scepticism. The Academic Sceptics valued Plato’s dialogical style but denied 
that it could lead to conclusion. Truth might exist, but it is beyond our knowing (in contrast, 
the earlier Pyrrhonian Sceptics had acknowledged that the claim that nothing was knowable 
with certainty was itself not certainly knowable). Academic scepticism appealed in turn to 
Cicero, and to Augustine, for its open-mindedness and flexibility, along with its insistence on 
holding positions on the basis of reason rather than emotion (see Cicero 1913: 2.7–8, 3.20; 
1927: 1.8, 4.83, 5.33, 8.82; 1928: 1.36; 1933: 2.7–9, 2.65–6, 2.134; Augustine 1991a: 5.14). 

Given Augustine’s rejection of Manichaeaism for its ungrounded and arrogant assertions, we 
can see the appeal of a dialogical, carefully uncertain philosophy.

The scepticism that appealed to Cicero and then Augustine, though, was less purely doubtful. 
At the end of the sceptical period of the Academy, Antiochus had moved towards a newly syncretic 
‘Middle Platonism’. Dialogical back-and-forth remained essential, but he felt that it was possible 
to recognise truth through a cognitive impression of the sort hypothesised by the Stoics.5 He con-
demned Academic scepticism for its certainty about uncertainty, even as he valued its openness to 
new possibilities. Cicero followed Antiochus in his preference for this more limited scepticism, and 
Augustine followed Cicero similarly. It is not quite clear how deeply Augustine’s own scepticism 
ran during this brief period. Like Cicero and Antiochus, he sought truth; like Socrates, he believed 
there are limits on our knowing it. His understanding of the reach for truth seems to be interper-
sonal even when it is written rather than spoken; his work has a strong sense of address even though 
it is not usually in dialogue form, as if he were teaching, or preaching, or praying.

Because of its insistence on both sides of any argument, scepticism provides us with no 
particular position on bodies or pleasures. Even among sceptics who thought that truth was ulti-
mately knowable or findable, there was no consensus on these matters. Soon enough, however, 
Augustine was drawn again to a more decided position. Like Platonism, he moved on.

Augustine as Platonist
Throughout his philosophical pursuits, Augustine had been unimpressed with Christianity. 
Though his mother was a devoted Christian and his father a deathbed convert, Augustine (1991a: 
3.5) considered Christian scriptures to be too much like a series of stories for children. But in 
Milan, perhaps under maternal influence, he heard sermons by the bishop Ambrose, whose 
Christianity was philosophically infused with a sophisticated Neoplatonism (Augustine 1991a: 
7.9).6 Intrigued, Augustine (Augustine 1991a: 8.2) turned to certain ‘books of the Platonists’ 
(quosdam libros Platonicorum), probably those of Plotinus and his student Porphyry.

5 According to James Allen, much of our evidence about Antiochus comes from Cicero: ‘He defended 
the veracity of the senses. He seems to have argued that in order even to possess a concept of the truth 
we must indisputably apprehend some truths in a way that is possible only if there are cognitive impres-
sions (1933: 2.33). He argued that probable impressions are a wholly inadequate substitute for cognitive 
impressions (1933: 2.35–6), so that the charge that by abolishing the cognitive impression (as they think) 
the Academics deprive human beings of a basis for action stands (1933: 2.31, 33, 54, 62, 102–3, 110). And 
he argued that, in maintaining the skeptical position, the Academics must take themselves to know at least 
one thing, viz., that nothing can be known (1933: 2.28–9, 109)’ (Allen 2018).
6 See Little (1949: 70): ‘Neoplatonism was christianised when Augustine, won over to the philosophy of 
Plotinus, recognized that he had been won over to all that had hitherto dismayed him in Christianity, and 
he became a Christian carrying with him his philosophy.’
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Plotinus proposed a highly abstract cosmology, centred upon the One, a perfect principle of 
unity that overflows into the various levels of creation and to which creation flows back – though 
from the perspective of eternity, this circular ‘flow’ always is. The aim of living is to know that 
return, which is beyond the movement of time; the way to that knowledge is contemplation. 
Because the body too is an emanation from the One, it cannot be bad, but materiality is the most 
distant level of emanations, and its inferior pleasures are too ready a distraction from higher goods.

Despite its complexity, Neoplatonism is widely accused of rejecting physicality. Plotinus’s 
anti-materialist reputation rests heavily on the interpretations of his work by his pupil Por-
phyry (1991: 1), who begins his brief ‘Life of Plotinus’ with the declaration, ‘Plotinus . . . 
seemed ashamed of being in the body’. Plotinus did once describe his body as a ‘prisonhouse’, 
and wrote to a friend, ‘Purify your soul from all undue hope and fear about earthly things, 
mortify the body, deny self – affections as well as appetites, and the inner eye will begin to 
exercise its clear and solemn vision’ (Plotinus 1905: 101). That inner eye can finally surpass 
even reason to the revelatory experience of oneness, a realisation that the soul is essentially one 
with its source. It may be in response to Porphyry that Augustine (1991a: 7.9) writes in the 
Confessions of the many parallels he found between Platonic thought and various passages from 
John’s Gospel – ‘But that “the word was made flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:13–14) I did 
not read there’ (sed quia verbum caro factus est et habitavit in nobis, non ibi legi).

In a related criticism, despite Plotinus’s unwavering emphasis on unity and union, Neopla-
tonism is widely regarded as the source of a dualism that turns against the body and proscribes 
its pleasures. Miles (1979: 50) notes Plotinus’s practical and moderate attitude towards the 
body. But Ranke-Heinemann (1990: 81) presents the more common perspective:

Plotinus combined Gnostic flight from the world and recognition of its futility with knowl-
edge of the one true and good God . . . Augustine’s ascetical Neoplatonic bent, his urge to 
break away from everything earthly and beloved on this earth, his turn toward the one true 
God was finally shifted to an escapist version of Christianity. . . .

Stark (2007: 22) presents a similar perspective:

From the Platonists, he inherited the tendency to view the material world with a great 
deal of suspicion, at times moving perilously close to downright rejection . . . [H]e did not 
entirely escape the Platonic suspicion of matter, including, indeed especially, a suspicion 
of the human body. In appropriating Platonism, Augustine believed that human beings are 
composed of two entities, the soul and the body, and there is no question which one is to 
be preferred.

Even those who acknowledge some of Christianity’s more positive influences may still believe 
that the Neoplatonic negatives in Augustine are strong. Laurie Jungling (2007: 324) argues, 
‘[A]lthough he rescued the created body from the evils of the Manichaean and Platonic flesh, the 
order he arranged returned a sinful body to a place of suspicion and renunciation’. Augustine, we 
are given to understand, takes Platonic dualism into Christianity, however awkwardly it might 
seem to fit with either a divine incarnation or a perfect One, and urges his followers to devote 
themselves not to flesh or its senses or pleasures, but to a purely abstract creator God whom they 
are certain, nonetheless, to disappoint (Little 1949: 70–1) (see Jungling 2007: 317).7

7 Several of the texts cited in Schrodt (2001: 171–5) make similar arguments, citing the Platonic and 
Plotinian influence.
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All of this, however, ignores the powerful sense of unitive eros that is central to Platonism. 
A key text is Plato’s Symposium, in which Socrates presents a speech at once fascinating and 
bewildering. He attributes it entirely to the fictive Diotima, though Plato drops enough hints 
for the reader to know that she too is Socrates’s creation (see esp. Plato 1989: 305e, 212c). In 
finishing ‘her’ speech, Diotima takes us up a ladder of loves, beginning with the desire for a 
single beautiful body and culminating in an incomprehensible revelation of the Beautiful itself, 
a love beyond philosophy, which, she teases, Socrates may be unable to understand (see Plato 
1989: 209e–210a).

This speech may be received as a lesson in leaving behind the worldly and the individual; 
each step on Diotima’s ladder is less corporeal and more universal than the preceding – from 
one body to aesthetic appreciation, one soul to the laws of virtue, and so on. But it may also be 
that in each subsequent stage, the necessary previous step is enriched and transfigured rather 
than abandoned. Similarly, in the Phaedrus, Socrates declares that it is the desire for bodily 
beauty that first reminds our souls of the heavens, where beauty is at its most pure (Plato 1995: 
250d–252c). And even in the letter in which he calls his own body a ‘prisonhouse’, Plotinus 
numbers among the ways to the ‘experience’ of the infinite ‘the love of beauty which exalts 
the poet’. His descriptions of beauty in the Enneads, though they too end with an ascent to the 
unsayable, begin with musical harmony, bodily proportion and colour (Plotinus 1991: 1.6.1). 
For both Plato and the later Platonists, then, an ability to perceive and desire the world, to be 
astonished in ‘the flash of a trembling glance’ (in ictu trepidantis aspectu) (Augustine 1991a: 
7.17) is not only a way towards the divine, but quite possibly essential for any progress in the 
divine direction.

Augustine too affirms the traces of divine beauty in the material world. He offers a par-
ticularly strong affirmation of this beauty just as he argues that God is not a material thing: 
having queried the earth, sea, wind, heavenly bodies and animals as to whether they are God, 
he asks them, ‘Tell me of my God . . . And with a great voice they cried out: “he made us” 
(Ps. 99:3). My question was the attention I gave to them, and their response was their beauty’ 
(‘. . . dicite mihi de deo meo, quod vos non estis, dicite mihi de illo aliquid’. et exclamaverunt 
voce magna : “ipse fecit nos”. interrogatio mea intentio mea, et responsio eorum species eorum’) 
(Augustine 1991a: 10.6). The beauty in the very form of things tells us God, not argumen-
tatively, but astonishingly, like sight of the beautiful boy that unfurls the wings of Platonic 
remembrance or leads one up Diotima’s revelatory ladder. For Augustine, the problem with 
our desire for material beauty is not that it is so intense, but that we stop short in it, instead 
of letting it draw us to a revelation of the unspeakable beauty of its maker, in dialogue with 
the world itself.

In an important distinction, for Platonists the world’s beauty draws us towards remem-
brance of the heavens and earlier incarnations, while for Augustine it draws us in anticipation 
towards the final perfection of all flesh. Helm (2004: 19) writes, ‘If . . . Augustine is a baptised 
Platonist, then one might expect that he would look forward to death because at the point of 
death, the soul leaves the body forever. But not a bit of it. In fact we find in Augustine a very 
strict understanding of the idea of the resurrection of the body . . . .’ Miles (2005: 314) also 
highlights the importance of the resurrection of the body: ‘Augustine said that Porphyry’s 
advice to “flee all bodies” was intended as a direct rebuttal of the Christian teaching of the 
resurrection. Augustine’s views largely repeat those of his Christian predecessors, but he went 
beyond scripture and earlier authors . . . .’

Prior to the Fall (the first occasion of sin), humans, on Augustine’s analysis, enjoyed all 
sorts of bodily talents due to the perfect harmony of body and will; likewise, they enjoyed sex 
without being driven mad by desire. Even in our fallen state, bodies can do remarkable things 
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(see Augustine 2003: Book 14). After the (bodily) resurrection, flesh will again be a site of 
pure enjoyment; the beauty of bodies will be such that it will cause the risen to sing praise to 
the creator. To be sure, there will be no sexual intercourse, which may make this joy appear 
suspiciously attenuated. Miles (2005: 309–12) points out, however, that this probably has to 
do with the lack of need for reproduction, and that if we accept the extension of sexuality 
beyond the genital, thinking instead of the intense pleasures of bodies, then this joy may be 
its own form of eros. The sense of the goodness of matter in harmony with will (and reason) 
reflects both Augustine’s reading of Paul’s claims for resurrection and yet another influence, 
that of Stoicism.

Augustine as Stoic
Scholars once argued that Augustine went through a Stoic stage, but it seems more likely that 
he encountered Stoic ideas in a less sequential way, through their influence on his many other 
sources (Colish 1985: 153). John Rist (1996: 13) argues that in addition to Stoic ethics, which 
Augustine would have known through his readings of Cicero and Seneca, Augustine knew 
something of Stoic physics and logic (see Augustine 1991a: 5.6). Augustine’s use and knowl-
edge of Stoicism is more diffuse and harder to locate than his use of Neoplatonic ideas, but 
scholars seem increasingly to be aware of its importance.

Stoicism changes over its long history, but its physics is always materialist and immanen-
tist. God is Nature, the rational guiding principle within all that exists. Thus divinity can be 
found everywhere in nature; it is Nature itself (Long 1982: 36).8 As Marcia Colish (1985: 152) 
points out, this high opinion of materiality might be more compatible than some modes of 
Neoplatonism with a creation whose God saw that it was very good.9 Physics is most important 
in early Stoicism; by the time of the Roman Empire, the Stoic focus is more narrowly ethical. 
The strictness of Stoic ethics may be part of its appeal to Augustine, especially after his disap-
pointment with the pettiness of the Manichaeans.

In keeping with a world formed by divine reason, Stoic ethics emphasises rational self-
formation. It holds that emotions, especially negative emotions, are often based on poor judge-
ments, confusing the truly valuable with the insignificant, and it emphasises attention to one’s 
role in the social and natural system. Stoicism’s popular reputation derives especially from its 
ideal of apatheia, imperturbability even in the face of trauma, the governance of reason over 
any emotion. While Augustine cannot be accused of taking an anti-materialist perspective from 
Stoicism, he can be, and is, seen as taking from it an undue love of reason over emotion (Helm 
2004: 17).10 This devalues body as well, putting reason in charge of the senses and refusing 
intense physical pleasures (Stark 2007: 23).11 Augustine’s suggestions that pre-lapsarian sex 

8 ‘All things in the Stoic universe are combinations of god and matter, stones no less than men. But if 
god and matter in association fail to tell us what is human about persons, that is no cause for immediate 
alarm. The Stoic god, in its constant conjunction with matter, can make rational beings as well as stones.’
9 ‘[H]is Neoplatonism, for all its force, was colored by Augustine’s anti-Manichaean need to declare that 
the material creation is good and that it has been redeemed by Christ, a position that he often calls upon 
Stoicism to reinforce’.
10 ‘One indirect way in which Augustine’s allegedly low view of the body and its functions is reckoned 
to show itself is in the claim that he thought that the Christian’s duty was the cultivation of a Stoic-like 
freedom from emotion.’ As Helm points out, this is a misapprehension (ibid.).
11 ‘Augustine was convinced that the senses should be under the direction of reason’.
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never escaped wilful control, and heavenly sex does not exist, raise these suspicions. In a highly 
Stoic description, Jungling (2007: 323–4) argues,

one might say that for Augustine, order itself rather than sexuality represented the ultimate 
erotic pleasure . . . This was an order created by a rational God who loved not with human 
emotion but with an ordered will . . . And because this order was perceived first with the 
external senses, the physical world became the criterion for understanding the order and 
thus God’s love. Order, centered on proper use of the material world, was Augustine’s ulti-
mate criterion for defining and structuring all relational love, including sexual love.

Thus, even a view so positive towards matter can read as constraint. But in a world that is 
formed by divinity, whether or not so immanently as in Stoicism, the sense of joy seems to 
burst as much as to bind.

When considering Stoic doctrines, it is important to remember that ancient Stoicism is 
less a purely intellectual pastime than a way of life. John Sellars (2009: 33) points out the 
Socratic origin of this view: ‘In antiquity philosophy was often conceived as something that 
would transform an individual’s way of life (bios) . . . Throughout the Apology it is repeatedly 
made clear that Socrates’ principle concern is not with argument or definition or rational 
understanding, but rather with life (bios).’ Pierre Hadot (2009: 35) begins his exploration 
of philosophy as a way of life in what he calls ‘the spiritual exercises’ of Plotinus as well as 
those of Stoic emperor Marcus Aurelius. But he adds: ‘In ancient philosophical sources the 
idea of an art of living is primarily associated with the Stoics.’ In the third century CE, Sextus 
Empiricus writes, ‘the Stoics say straight out the practical wisdom, which is knowledge of 
things which are good and bad and neither, is an art relating to life’ (Sellars 2009: 55, citing 
Sextus Empiricus 1949: 11.170).

The focus on rationality as emotionally repressive misses the important materially posi-
tive aspects of both Stoicism and Augustinianism. Reason is not something distinct from 
and repressive of the flesh; it is a principle of nature itself and is divine. Rational joy is joy 
nonetheless. For all its macho reputation, Stoicism is perhaps the pre-eminently relational 
philosophy; its ethical stance is coherent with its cosmology of systematic interconnectedness 
among all things.

Augustine the Misogynist
From all of these influences, then, Augustine is widely regarded as having gathered an anti-
corporeal, indeed anti-material, and anti-hedonic ethical and metaphysical view, though 
I hope already to have shown that this requires some lazy reading. Some of the strongest 
condemnations and some of the most vivid changes have appeared in feminist theorising 
about Augustine. Simone de Beauvoir (1972: 11) already writes in 1949, ‘the authority of St. 
Augustine . . . is called on’ to claim that ‘the wife is an animal neither reliable nor stable’ and 
must be under her husband’s control. In 1976, Margaret Farley (1976: 186) lists Augustine 
among her ‘sources of Christian misogynism’, who are ‘entrenched in sophisticated theolo-
gies of original sin, in anthropological theories of higher and lower nature, of mind and body, 
rationality and desire . . .’.

Though there remain exceptions, these views gradually gain complexity. By 1989, though 
noting that it ‘is usually the case in feminist theology’ that ‘blame for the scapegoating of 
women for sexual sin is fairly laid at Augustine’s door’ (Grey 1989: 480), Mary Grey (1989: 
487) argues for a more nuanced view, and suggests that Augustine would not have been happy 
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with the more repressive aspects of his legacy. In 2007, Jane Duran (2007: 665–6) both insists 
on ‘the masculinist nature of the Platonic and Plotinistic thought’ that influenced Augustine 
and argues that he can give us tools for feminist thinking.

Among attentive scholars, particularly those less inclined to analytic philosophical meth-
ods, matters continue to improve for Augustine’s reputation. By 2015, Elizabeth Johnson 
(2015: 152) can offer a reading that draws on Augustine to bring together feminist and ecologi-
cal concerns:

Can the truth of incarnation be communicated using Wisdom/Sophia language, which 
is grammatically and imaginatively feminine? Augustine, for one, thought so. Writing of 
Christ being sent into the world, he did not hesitate to say of divine Sapientia: ‘But she is 
sent in one way that she may be with human beings; and she has been sent in another way 
that she herself might be a human being.’ In other words, Jesus Christ is the human being 
Sophia became. Unless something in line with this gender-inclusive view can be achieved, 
the notion of deep incarnation will but project an unjust view of male predominance into 
the whole universe. (citing Augustine 2012: 4.20.27)

Here the identification of woman with earth or earthiness takes a complex and lovely theologi-
cal turn on Augustinian grounds. Turning us again towards Augustine’s anticipation of risen 
bodies, Margaret Miles (2005: 315, citing Augustine 2003: 22.17) similarly emphasises the 
sustained differences in perfected flesh: ‘His mature writings emphasised repeatedly and in 
detail the continuity – the concrete fleshiness – of women’s and men’s present and resurrected 
bodies.’ Augustine’s views may even offer ‘the possibility of beginning to dismantle attitudes 
toward bodies that continue to fund economic injustice, ecological irresponsibility, and oppres-
sion based on race, class, and sexual orientation’ (Miles 2005: 308).

Joyful Bodies
To think more carefully about the differences among bodies, we may return our attention to 
the future, where bodies are perfect. Miles points out that resurrected bodies, having no needs, 
have no ‘use’ for the world; they can and do purely enjoy it.12 And there is actually a model for 
that enjoyment in our lives already – the very beauty that reveals God to Augustine, the One 
to Plotinus, Nature’s ordered perfection to the Stoics. In City of  God, Augustine (Augustine 
2003:22.29, 22.30, citing 1 Corinthians 15:28) summarises:

It will not be as now, when the invisible realities of God are apprehended and observed 
through the material things of his creation, and are partially apprehended by means of 
a puzzling reflection in a mirror . . . He will be seen in every body by means of bodies, 
wherever the eyes of the spiritual body are directed with their penetrating gaze. The saints’ 
spiritual bodies will see God ‘wherever we turn our eyes,’ for ‘God will be all in all’. (We see 
God quam rerum corporalium species, quam per oculos cernimus corporals , asomnia in omnibus.)

It is not that one body will be wandering among the other bodies, and that one will be identifi-
able as God, but that the divinity that bodies reveal to us will appear, not on rare and uncer-
tain occasions, but always. ‘The “miraculous loveliness” of the world, he said, causes wonder, 

12 On the distinction between use and enjoyment see particularly Augustine (2005: 1.3–5).
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astonishment, and pleasure. The beauty presently visible is permanent, whereas utility applies 
only to the present . . .’ (Miles 2005: 317). That is, in our present bodily state, it is joy at beauty, 
not grim disincarnation, that anticipates for us a life immersed in divinity.

Though sexual intercourse will not be part of this life, sexed bodies will – bodies will lose 
none of their parts. Rather than serving the useful purpose of reproduction, these bodies, 
genitalia and all, will serve as the impetus to songs of praise, simply through enjoyment of 
their beauty (Augustine 2003: 22.17). Hadot’s description of the Confessions is relevant here; 
its intent, he says, is ‘to sing the work of God in the world and in humans’ (Hadot 2009: 64). 
Unlike our current enjoyment, the heavenly version will never give way to boredom or distrac-
tion. But even our current enjoyment is amazing, as Miles points out, ‘The continuity between 
present and resurrection bodies was based on the astounding miracle of present bodies’ (Miles 
2005: 321, citing Augustine 2003: 22.24).

The sense of eros is here, with its astonishment and delight; it is not reproductive nor even 
genital, but rather visual and tactile, sonorous in the outburst of joy, resonant across bodies 
rather than contained within subjects. Miles (2005: 322, citing Augustine 2012: 9.3.3; and 
Miles 1983: 127) calls it a ‘distributed sexuality’, distributed across both a body’s senses and 
places and the multiplicity of bodies. The life Augustine sees as heavenly is an intensification 
of the joys of present, complex, multiple bodies.

Oddly Bounded Bodies
The multiplicity is stranger than it might seem, and the boundaries of these bodies less certain. 
God ‘will be seen in every body by means of bodies, wherever the eyes of the spiritual body are 
directed with their penetrating gaze’ (Deus . . . uideatur et per corpora in omni corpore, quocumque 
fuerint spiritalis corporis oculi acie perueniente directi) (Augustine 2003: 22:29).13 The idea of the 
gaze as penetrating evokes early optical theory, in which visual rays stream from both perceiver 
and perceived. Though this no longer fits our views of physics, it retains some experiential valid-
ity. Maxine Sheets-Johnstone writes, ‘The natural power of optics is not strictly a visual lure; 
whatever attracts us visually or whatever we long to see is not purely a visual datum but some-
thing that encompasses or spills over into other sense modalities, most specifically, touch’ (Miles 
2005: 323, citing Sheets-Johnstone 1994: 28). For Sheets-Johnstone, what we might think of as 
intersubjectivity becomes intercorporeality; ‘social relations are always intercorporeal relations 
. . . meanings engendered and/or articulated by living bodies’. As Miles (2005: 313–14, citing 
Sheets-Johnstone 1994: 57, 329) explains, ‘The first task of intercorporeality is “reflecting on 
what it is like to be that other body . . . educating ourselves in the deepest possible sense on what 
it is to be a human body”.’ Among risen bodies, Augustine argues, ‘Mutual recognition will 
occur . . . “not just because they see faces” but by “a deeper kind of knowledge”’ (Miles 2005: 
323). Bodies enter one another by means of vision.

To take up and go beyond Miles’s arguments, the risen body is uncontainable, indeed 
excessive, in its own right as well. Augustine (2003: 22.12–20) worries about what happens to 
the cut nails or hair, the shed skin cells, and decides that all are reincorporated into the risen 
body; matter that was ever yours is always yours. But far from locking in ‘mineness’, this means 
that bodily boundaries are made even more uncertain: we share matter throughout our lives, 
from the immediacy of mother’s milk to the slow absorption of a corpse’s minerals into an 
edible plant.

13 As cited in Miles (2005: 322).
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Augustine’s own descriptions multiply and enlarge. Bodies might all be very big (with 
their reincorporated matter). He offers multiple possibilities for the age of resurrected bod-
ies: they might be at some ideal age; they might be the age they were at death. For those 
who died in childhood, perhaps age will be added on, so that the body is able to attain its 
perfection (Augustine 2003: 22.14–18). Wanting to describe the range of abilities that will be 
possible when the will and the flesh are no longer at odds, he turns again to our present bod-
ies, as we have seen, apparently unable to stop himself from multiplying the list of examples 
for both ordinary and saintly flesh (Augustine 2005: 14.24, 22.24). As this overspilling prose 
suggests, the body that, through its senses, offers us in the world a model of perfect divine 
joy is also the body that is itself written. Here, somewhat surprisingly, Augustine appears at 
his most feminist.

Bodily Speech
The multiplicity and overflow of Augustine’s language about bodies mirrors those bodies 
themselves. Not all readers delight in this. Hadot (2009: 59) remarks, ‘I have always been 
struck by the fact that the historians say . . . “Saint Augustine writes poorly”.’ His language, 
that is, does not follow logical orderliness. He interrupts himself, perhaps to exhort God or to 
mention one more amazing bodily skill. He returns to themes without resolution – the loca-
tion of God, the structure of time, the proper objects of love. He shrugs off argumentative 
precision – ‘Why not rather say both’, he writes of scriptural interpretation, ‘if both are true?’ 
(. . . cur non utrumque potius, si utrumque verum est . . .) (Augustine 1991a: 12.31).

George Lawless notes that Augustine often seems to be quite intentional in his ambiguity: 
‘He oscillates by coming down on both sides of the binomial at the same time, or at different 
times depending upon the particular context’ (Stark 2007: 175, citing Lawless 1990: 175). Law-
less (1990: 175, as cited in Stark 2007: 24) notes the importance of recognising the ‘antinomies’ 
of Greek and Roman thought, in order to avoid the ‘impression that Augustine’s reasoning is 
partial, biased and one-sided’. Certainly, some of Augustine’s apparent inconsistency has to do 
with his own philosophical development over the many decades during which he wrote, and 
some, undoubtedly, he simply overlooked – it was not so easy then to review copies of one’s 
earlier files. But could some of it have an intentional value, and might this say anything to us 
about the flesh? And why come down on both sides at all? After all, Augustine was clearly not 
one to shy away from controversy, nor from correction of his own earlier views. In this con-
cluding section, I wish to raise the possibility that there is something fruitful in Augustine’s 
irresolvable comments on bodies and their pleasures.

We may begin with a return to feminist thought. Augustine can scarcely be part of what 
Hélène Cixous (1976: 882) characterises as ‘the unifying, regulating history that homogenises 
and channels forces, herding contradictions into a single battlefield’. His prose is rarely ‘boring 
in its pointedness and singularity’ (Tong 2009: 276). These characterisations of a dominant 
written style as orderly, logical and masculine come from Cixous’s work describing écriture 
feminine, women’s writing, a term generally used in the French because it originates in French 
feminism of the 1970s.

Even as we are happily becoming more open to shifts, ambiguities and multiplicities in 
gendering, I am not going to try to claim that Augustine was a woman. For some of these 
feminist writers, however, the feminine in writing need not come only from women writers. 
As Cixous (1976: 879) notes, there are and have been men who write in this way, ‘failures’ 
within ‘the phallocentric tradition’, of which she writes, ‘Nearly the entire history of writing 
is confounded with the history of reason, of which it is at once the effect, the support, and 
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one of the privileged alibis.’ These failures may seek instead ‘what cannot be represented’ 
(Kristeva 1974: 21).14 They may write ‘badly’.

Writing that happily says ‘both’ is characterised by the multiplicity that also characterises 
women’s bodies and pleasures. Claiming that masculine sexuality ‘engender[s a] centralised 
body . . .’, Cixous (1976: 889) adds, ‘woman does not bring about the same regionalization 
which . . . is inscribed only within boundaries. Her libido is cosmic . . . .’ Luce Irigaray 
(1985: 28) similarly declares, ‘woman has sex organs more or less everywhere’, indicating not 
a monstrous multiplication of genitalia but rather that a woman ‘finds pleasure almost any-
where’, rather than at a single bodily site. In connection to this erogenous multiplicity, women’s 
language ‘sets off in all directions leaving “him” unable to discern any coherence of meaning’ 
(Irigaray 1985: 29). Multiple meanings and pleasures not only create language ‘somewhat mad 
from the standpoint of reason’ (Irigaray 1985: 29), and ‘articulate the profusion of meanings 
that run through it in every direction’ (Cixous 1976: 885), but even speak ‘the language of 
1,000 tongues which knows neither enclosure nor death’ (Cixous 1976: 889).

In brief: this ‘women’s’ writing is bodily, multiple, multiply pleasurable or polymorphously 
erotic and erogenous, sometimes contradictory, generally ambiguous or inconclusive. It opens 
onto possibility rather than foreclosing; it is of life rather than death. It speaks from many dif-
ferent bodies at once. It is remarkably like the prayer of the Confessions, or the singing risen 
bodies of the City of  God, all bursting in song at the sight that shifts the bodies in and among 
one another. Such a language might sing forth from innumerable bodies and their mutually 
transparent beauty that tells the divine without darkness, or even madly from the world whose 
many beauties answer questions entirely by their forms.

Writing Relationally
We do not have to be quite so anachronistic to see a kind of feminist writing at work in Augustine. 
He may not inherit the carnality of his writing (the fleshiness of his words) from his intellectual 
ancestors, but he does inherit a strongly intersubjective style, one that combines with bodiliness 
to become, at least arguably, intercorporeal as well. Both Stoics and Platonists – certainly Plato 
himself – wrote dialogues, not always exclusively, but extensively (and Academic scepticism is 
dialogical almost by definition). When they did not, they often wrote letters, or essays dedi-
cated to particular readers, or lectures – forms in which address and interchange are evident and 
important. Aristotle’s works are almost entirely developed for his students (or even, when the 
works were lost, created out of their notes). Plotinus’s Enneads read as if they were philosophi-
cal or mystical essays, but in fact he wrote in order to teach, at his students’ request (see Hadot 
2009: 52–5). Marcus Aurelius wrote to himself, addressing his exhortations to ‘you’ as he strove 
for Stoic calm in the midst of war. Seneca wrote both dialogues and letters as well as essays, and 
Cicero’s Hortensius, which Augustine found so conversionary, is one of several dialogues that 
Cicero created. In fact, as Hadot (2009: 55) points out, ‘The Latins, when they spoke of a philo-
sophical writing, called it a dialogue . . .’.

Though Augustine is not primarily a writer of dialogues, he is known for keeping his audi-
ence in mind, for addressing with a seductive directness and urgency. Here we may turn again 
to Miles, whose 1992 reading of Confessions, titled Desire and Delight, marked a turning point 

14 ‘By “woman” I mean that which cannot be represented, what is not said, what remains above and 
beyond nomenclatures and ideologies. There are certain “men” who are familiar with this phenomenon.’ 
As cited in Barnes and Henessy (1995: 72).
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in scholarship on Augustine. That reading emerges from an explicitly feminine and feminist 
perspective. Miles considers Confessions as a work both of and about pleasure, a work that 
reconsiders what pleasure itself is. Though he acknowledges that sensory pleasures can be dan-
gerous, tempting one to attend to them in disregard of other pleasures or obligations, ‘Augus-
tine concludes his scrutiny of the dangerous pleasures of the senses by suggesting daringly that 
the pleasures of the physical senses can be contiguous with the spiritual senses. In fact, they 
provide the most accurate and precise analogy for the greatest pleasure, enjoyment of beauty 
itself ’ (Miles 1992: 104, citing Augustine 1991a: 10.27). Nor does Augustine dualistically sepa-
rate body and soul; ‘the body is not a metaphor for the psyche, but both are irreducibly inter-
woven’ (Miles 1992: 104, 115). Miles has several criticisms of the Confessions, especially of the 
last four books, but the most influential aspect of Desire and Delight may be not simply that it is 
a feminist reading, but that it is a feminist way of reading – a very corporeal one. Miles (1992: 
708) begins by outlining the sensuous circumstances of her reading:

I went with three dear friends for a month to the blue-and-white Greek island of Paros, 
taking with me the Confessions in Latin. In the mornings I read Augustine excitedly, mak-
ing copious notes, examining Augustine’s language and grammar in detail. Afternoons, we 
went to a beach where I sat under a tree and pondered the morning’s reading, sometimes 
writing pages of ideas I had about it, sometimes writing nothing, but letting ideas float 
in and out like the softly lapping Mediterranean – the same sea that touched Ostia and 
Hippo Regius.

She adds, ‘Reading the Confessions is a pleasure: this is perhaps the most straightforward read-
ing of my claim that it is a text of pleasure’ (Miles 1992: 9). The pleasure is importantly inter-
active, and Miles notes that she must ‘recognize the necessity of analyzing my side of the 
conversation I have had with Augustine’s text’ (Miles 1992: 10). Miles’s ‘conversation’ may 
not be more ‘right’ than an argumentative reading, but it is perhaps closer to what Augustine 
had in mind. Particularly in the Confessions, he is well aware of both the interactivity and the 
physicality of reading. He notes his surprise at seeing Ambrose reading silently (Augustine 
1991a: 6.3). His conversionary reading of Paul is motivated by a child’s voice, telling him ‘take 
and read’ (tolle, lege). Upon that reading, his heart is filled with light (Augustine 1991a: 8.12).

This way of reading meets with some resistance. Reviewing Desire and Delight for the jour-
nal Speculum, Carole Straw (1993: 1176) writes, ‘Broadly speaking, two trends inform contem-
porary religious studies. A historical school analyzes a work in its historical context, tracing 
the traditions that shaped it and coming to terms with previous scholarship on the subject.’ By 
historians’ standards, Augustine writes poorly. Straw continues,

A more recent trend employs theories of modern literary criticism, particularly those of 
deconstruction. Casting doubt on the possibility of securing valid historical conclusions, 
this school exalts the primacy of the text as a timeless artistic creation. The possibility of 
multiple meanings, intended and unintended, is acknowledged, and priority is given to the 
commentator’s own exegesis and reactions to the text. Professor Miles’s ‘new reading’ of 
Augustine’s Confessions represents this second trend. (Straw 1993: 1176–9)

More than a decade later, Aideen Hartney reviews Feminist Interpretations of  Augustine by 
noting, ‘most of the authors begin with the premise that Augustine’s view of women as infe-
rior has shaped Christian misogyny’. However, she continues, ‘There are articles where the 
authors . . . attempt to prove that Augustine actually celebrated aspects of the feminine in 
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his writings’ (Hartney 2009: 693). These are characterised in a way remarkably like Straw’s 
description of Desire and Delight: ‘These discussions seem born out of a much more per-
sonal space than the literary theory or historical analysis . . . And while the urgency of their 
quest can be understood and empathised with, their argument seems less than convincing . . .’ 
(Hartney 2009: 693). What may intrigue us here is the sense that these personal engagements 
make bad arguments. They make bad arguments, perhaps, because they make such good con-
versations, with the humility inherent in inconclusion.

And in this, they make good philosophy after all. Julia Annas writes of Plato, ‘One of the 
advantages of the dialogue form, and one that Plato exploits to the full, is the ability to bring 
different kinds of philosophical consideration together in a single discussion, without raising 
the question of their relationship’ (Annas 1997: 37). When Socrates speaks, we can also see the 
advantage of dialogue in being able to meet his listeners where they are, leading them gradu-
ally out their limited understanding (Annas 1997: 33–4). But as Annas (1997: 24) continues, 
‘The history of Platonic scholarship shows how the advantages of the dialogue form become 
disadvantages once philosophy becomes more professional and precise about its own concerns.’ 
The benefit of dialogical conversation, its speech in many tongues of many possibilities, resists 
what philosophy becomes: ‘But we find that . . . the people whom we call Middle Platonists start 
interpreting Plato as a philosopher with a system of positive doctrine (in the way that has been 
standard in the twentieth century)’ (Annas 1997: 24). As John Dillon (Dillon 1985, as cited in 
Annas 1997: 24) puts it, ‘[N]o later Platonist . . . could be strictly “orthodox”, since Plato does 
not leave a body of doctrine which can be simply adopted, but rather a series of guiding ideas, 
replete with loose ends and even contradictions, which require interpretation.’ Hadot (2009: 151) 
remarks more broadly, ‘It does not surprise me that there are rather contradictory positions in the 
ancient philosophers. For precisely, these are not systems.’ Of Augustine specifically, he writes,

Above all, the work, even if it is apparently theoretical and systematic, is written not so 
much to inform the reader of a doctrinal content but to form him, to make him traverse a 
certain itinerary in the course of which he will make spiritual progress. This procedure is 
clear in the works of Plotinus and Augustine, in which all the detours, starts and stops, and 
digressions of the work are formative elements. (Hadot 1995: 64)

This is writing meant to mutually form our flesh. Augustine’s attitudes towards embodiment, 
with its trials and delights, are complex, and they develop over the course of his work. They 
come out of his own immersion within and meditations on traditions that are themselves com-
plicated and occasionally contradictory. We simplify the contradictions out of preference for 
a systematicity that Augustine is unlikely to have sought. His are, in fact, attitudes that are 
characteristic of bodies once we think of them beyond containers for individual subjects: of 
intercorporeal, interconnected, sensual flesh that is multitudinous enough to contradict itself.
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Disability, Ableism and Anti-Ableism in Medieval 
Latin Philosophy and Theology

Scott M. Williams

Introduction
Contemporary scholars of medieval philosophy and theology have discussed many important 
topics that arise from the medieval texts. For example, The Cambridge History of  Medieval 
Philosophy (2009, 2014), which runs to 1,218 pages, is divided into nine sections (Fundamen-
tals, Logic and Language, Natural Philosophy, Soul and Knowledge, Will and Desire, Ethics, 
Political Philosophy, Metaphysics, and Theology) and consists of fifty-six chapters. In the 
‘Introduction’, Robert Pasnau (2014: 3–6) reports his asking several scholars (of diverse back-
grounds and interests) about what they believe are desiderata for future research in medieval 
philosophy. Many interesting and important research topics are identified, thirty in total. 
None of these, however, mentions or refers to disability. ‘Disability’ or any terms like it are 
not found. Still, Pasnau (2014: 7) concludes saying,

Although few philosophers know very much about medieval philosophy, it is now widely 
recognized as fertile ground for historical inquiry. There is, then, no longer any need for 
special pleading regarding the merits of medieval philosophy; that case has been made by 
the labors of prior generations. All that remains for us is to go out and do that work.

A few scholars of medieval philosophy and theology have recently begun investigating the inter-
section between contemporary philosophy and theology of disability and medieval philosophy 
and theology. There are several reasons that this particular intersection is useful (henceforth, 
‘the Intersection’). Why contemporary philosophy and theology of disability? First, it draws 
attention to the relevant diverse phenomena and explananda that are referred to by the term 
‘disability’. Second, it provides conceptual frameworks for understanding the diverse phenom-
ena and explananda that are called ‘disability’. Third, it provides arguments for competing 
(moral) evaluations of ‘disability’ and for competing definitions of ‘disability’. If a scholar of 
medieval philosophy or theology were to engage with the medieval texts without the various 
tools and concerns that are raised in contemporary philosophy and theology of disability, then 
the scholar’s analysis of the medieval text(s) may be impoverished, underdeveloped or framed 
in ableist (discriminatory) ways without realising it. Consequently, contemporary philosophers 
and theologians of disability, who read what scholars of medieval philosophy and theology 
would publish, would not be given an accurate presentation of the issues (interpretive and 
evaluative) that arise from a close and attuned reading of the medieval texts. Scholars working 
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in the Intersection suggest that familiarity with contemporary arguments and concerns can 
help the medieval scholar become a closer and more sophisticated reader of the medieval texts. 
One historian expresses it like this, ‘The modern theories of disability do not work for the stu-
dent of medieval history as such, but the conceptions are helpful in the attempts of detecting 
not only the paradigms of medieval society, but also the attitudes of the historians trying to 
reach them’ (Kuuliala 2013: 3). When a scholar working at the Intersection is mindful of vari-
ous models of disability, he or she is better situated to understand the relevant medieval texts 
and their implications; this sort of engagement reveals medieval philosophical and theological 
texts to have rich and nuanced things to say about what we call ‘disability’. As I see it, there are 
two general hermeneutical tasks. First, there is the goal of understanding the medieval texts. 
Second, some scholars working at the Intersection may wish to use medieval texts in order to 
construct a new theory or to inform our own practices (ecclesial, moral, social or political). In 
some cases, one may use implications from a medieval text that the medieval author did not 
articulate, develop or discuss. If the former task is understanding (or the pursuit of the medi-
eval text’s meaning), then the latter might be called overstanding (a reader’s pursuit of the 
text’s significance for the reader’s interests) (see Vanhoozer 1998: 263).

With regard to disability studies, scholars of medieval philosophy and theology are, by 
and large, behind scholars of medieval history, literature and law (see Walker Bynum 1995; 
Metzler 2006, 2013, 2016; Wheatley 2013; Kuuliala 2016). There has been a growing field 
within Disability Studies that looks to the medieval worlds for understanding how ‘disabil-
ity’ was conceptualised, evaluated, how human beings with disabilities were interpreted and 
treated, and how medieval beliefs and practices influenced later periods. It is time for scholars 
of medieval philosophy and theology to contribute. Fortunately, a few have begun this work. 
Part I below surveys discussions in contemporary philosophy and theology that are com-
monly referred to, and used, by scholars of medieval philosophy and theology working at the 
Intersection. Part II surveys recent examples from work in the Intersection on the theme of 
the conflation of disability and sin. Part III is on Disability and the Sacraments. Part IV is on 
Causal Explanations of Mental Disorder and Free Choice of the Will.

Part I: Contemporary Philosophy and Theology of Disability
What is meant by ‘disability’? In the twentieth century there were two major rival answers to 
this question: the medical model and the social model. Each model arose out of specific his-
torical circumstances. The medical model arose out of responses to veterans of World War I. 
With certain advances in medicine, soldiers who otherwise would have died came home after 
the war. But many of them came home missing arms or legs or had lost their vision or other 
sensory modalities. A general response to wounded veterans was to care for them by trying 
to heal or fix their wounded bodies so that they might regain (to an approximation) the lost 
functions. A term for this wide range of lost limbs and functions was ‘disability’. These are 
disabled veterans who deserve their governments’ interventions to try to fix or heal them. 
One assumption here is that one’s disability is entirely a matter of one’s intrinsic properties. 
So, a soldier who lost his legs might be given a wheelchair so that he can move around when 
he wished; this voluntary movement is only an approximation to functioning legs. Another 
assumption is that not having functioning legs is evaluated as always making a bad difference 
to one’s life, no matter what else is going on in one’s life. The medical model consists of these 
two claims: a definitional claim and an evaluative claim. A disability is defined with reference 
to one’s intrinsic properties and a disability is evaluated as intrinsically bad.

By contrast, the social model arose out of the disability rights movements in the 1970s 
and 1980s (see Oliver 1990). Wheelchair users argued that their disability is not based on the 
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status of whether they have functioning legs, but rather on the social conditions in which they 
find themselves. They claimed that the social conditions caused their disability, that is, build-
ing designs were the cause of their disability. One slogan was, ‘Disabled by society, not by our 
bodies!’ (Shakespeare and Watson 2001: 11). A building designed in such a way that one can 
access it only by climbing stairs is discriminatory because it excludes those who cannot access 
the building in that way. The assumption here is that the disability, that is inaccessible build-
ing designs, is bad and should be fixed. The disability is not located in an individual’s body but 
rather in the social circumstances. The social model consists of these two claims: a definitional 
claim and an evaluative claim. A disability is defined with reference to one’s social conditions, 
and a disability is evaluated as intrinsically bad – that is, social conditions that discriminate are 
bad and ought to be removed. There is another piece to the social model, namely that being a 
wheelchair user does not in itself make a bad difference to one’s life; rather, it is the conjunction 
of being a wheelchair user plus discriminatory social conditions that is what makes a bad differ-
ence to one’s life. The badness comes from this conjunction. Further, there was need to give a 
name for one’s not having, for example, functioning legs. Consequently, some philosophers of 
disability distinguish ‘impairment’ and ‘disability’. ‘Impairment refers to a biological or physi-
ological condition that entails the loss of physical, sensory, or cognitive function, and disability 
refers to an inability to perform a personal or socially necessary task because of that impairment 
or the societal reaction to it’ (see Berger 2013: 6). So, while a wheelchair user has an impairment 
with regard to, for example, walking, he or she has a disability with regard to the personal or 
social expectation that he or she ought to, for example, climb stairs. Furthermore, those in the 
medical community have developed ‘prosthetics’ in order to enable an impaired individual to 
approximate the personally or socially expected function (see Berger 2013; Garland-Thompson 
2013). A wheelchair is a prosthesis that assists an individual in moving oneself. A prosthetic 
leg may assist someone in walking or assist one in appearing to others to have two legs (and so 
pass as ‘normal’). Likewise, if one has a mental disability and takes medication for it so that the 
individual can do personally or socially expected tasks, then the medication is a prosthesis. A 
prosthesis can remove a disability, even if it does not remove the impairment.1

Contemporary philosophers of disability have an ongoing debate about the definition of 
‘disability’; to name a few, there is a medical model, a social model, a welfare model (see Kahane 
and Savulescu 2009), modified social models (see Shakespeare and Watson 2001), a capability 
approach (see Terzi 2009; Nussbaum 2010), and an extensional account based on group soli-
darity (see Barnes 2016). It is significant how one defines ‘disability’ in part because of evalu-
ative judgements that come along with one’s proposed definition. An advocate of a medical 
model would negatively judge a wheelchair user and believe that one should have pity on, or 
feel sorry for, the wheelchair user. But suppose a wheelchair user lives a more or less happy life. 
The advocate of a medical model would believe that the individual’s life remains suboptimal 
because the lack of use of one’s legs is judged to make a bad difference to one’s life no mat-
ter what. The wheelchair user may protest against such evaluations, ‘My life is good! I have 
friends who are wheelchair users and our shared experiences have contributed to our happy 
lives. How dare you say that my lack of functioning legs makes my life worse!’2 If the advocate 
of the medical model disbelieves or distrusts the testimony, then the question arises ‘What is 
the basis of this disbelief or distrust?’ Epistemologists have pointed out that such cases might 
be instances of epistemic injustice. The medical model advocate may try to justify his or her 

1 For a different account of the impairment/disability distinction, cf. Cross (2011).
2 For discussion of ‘adaptive preference’ and the importance of first-person testimony, cf. Barnes 
(2009: 1–22).
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negative evaluation by claiming that the wheelchair user has an adaptive preference, according 
to which an individual has a desire for something but because one cannot do or have that thing, 
then one lies to oneself by thinking ‘I didn’t really desire that thing anyway.’ An advocate of 
the medical model would claim that wheelchair users lie to (or deceive) themselves in order to 
make the best out of a bad situation. But what is pernicious about assuming that another has an 
adaptive preference is that one ignores or denies the testimony of (for example) the wheelchair 
user as being a reliable source of information, all other things being equal. While adaptive 
preferences may happen in various cases, it is imperative that philosophers of disability attend 
to, and care about, the testimonies of those about whom they are theorising. A slogan in the 
disability community has been ‘Nothing about us without us!’ (see Barnes 2016: 183–4).

The social model has come under criticism in recent years because political advocates 
who used it downplayed individuals’ experience of their own impairment(s). Philosophers of 
disability are paying closer attention to the testimony of individuals with impairments (and 
disabilities). In many cases, having an impairment is hard, frustrating or annoying (see Barnes 
2014). The question arises: does this imply that being impaired in itself makes a bad differ-
ence to one’s life? Philosophers of disability disagree. There are many things that are hard, 
frustrating or annoying, but we would not (and should not) claim that they are bad for some-
one. Some common examples are menstrual cramps, going through puberty, not being able to 
do some activity one wishes to do, and being able to run a four-minute mile. If it is right to say 
that some things that are hard, frustrating or annoying are not thereby bad-difference makers 
to one’s overall life, then are impairments in the same category? Philosophers of disability 
disagree among themselves. Some contend that what I’m calling ‘impairments’ make a mere-
difference to one’s life, but others that they make a bad-difference to one’s life – even assum-
ing that social conditions are accommodating and non-disabling (see Barnes 2016: 54–77).

Having surveyed ‘disability’, ‘impairment’, ‘prosthesis’ and the two major rival models of 
disability, I turn to ‘ableism’. Ableism is akin to racism, sexism and heterosexism. Ableism is a 
discriminatory belief or practice (whether interpersonal or systemic) against someone on the 
basis of their disability (or impairment) (see Berger 2013: 14). The social model activist would 
claim that disabling building designs are expressions of ableism – a discrimination against 
those who are not able to climb stairs. Ableism can be expressed in many ways. If one is ableist, 
then one might not believe that someone with a disability could be one’s friend or potential 
romantic partner (see Berger 2013: 113–44). If one is ableist, one might laugh at someone with 
a disability because they look or act differently (see Berger 2013: 198–203). The key feature of 
ableism is that it is discrimination against someone with a disability (or impairment) because 
of the disability (or impairment).

Ableism in the modern world typically endorses a distinction between ‘normal’ and ‘abnor-
mal’ human beings. In contemporary English we have the term ‘normal’ and, at least since the 
nineteenth century, some English speakers have said things like ‘that is a normal human being’ 
and ‘that is an abnormal human being’. The term ‘normal’ has a descriptive feature and an 
evaluative feature. The descriptive feature is that there is some statistical average with regard 
to (for example) human beings, and that if an individual does not fall within the range of aver-
age human beings, then that individual is not ‘normal’. The evaluative feature is that good-
ness is associated with being statistically average, and badness is associated with being below 
the statistical average. So when an ableist says, ‘that human being is not normal’, he or she is 
making a descriptive claim and an evaluative claim: ‘that human being is different and should 
not be different’. Lennard Davis has pointed out that an exception had to be made in cases of 
individuals who are above average (for example, in IQ scores). These human beings differ from 
the statistical average but are not associated with badness. So, these are not called ‘disabled’ 
individuals, but rather something like ‘geniuses’. To show this statistically, statisticians came 
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up with quartiles to express the value that those below average should not be that way, and 
those who are average or above average are ‘good’ or ‘okay’ and should be that way (Davis 2013: 
1–12). Davis argues that using ‘normal’ to express evaluative claims is ableist. This is easy 
enough to understand from a historical perspective because ‘normality’ was used in concert 
with social Darwinism to bring about political policies that promoted eugenics and oppression 
(for example, forced sterilisation, forced institutionalisation, exclusion from society and family, 
and stigmatisation), and in some cases mass murder (see Hubbard 2013; Feder Kittay 2016).

In order to work at the Intersection, the scholar of medieval philosophy and theology should 
be familiar with these contemporary discussions and arguments. One should understand (1) 
that there are competing definitions of ‘disability’ and the arguments for those definitions; 
(2) that there is a distinction between ‘impairment’ and ‘disability’; (3) that there is debate 
about the moral status of disabilities, whether in themselves they make a good-difference,3 bad-
difference or mere-difference to one’s life; (4) that there are problems with conflating disability 
and sin; (5) that there are problems with interpreting disability as ‘virtuous suffering’; and (6) 
that appealing to what is ‘normal’ as a basis for settling a question is likely to be question beg-
ging. Points (1)–(6) are jointly vital for hermeneutically sophisticated engagements with texts 
in medieval philosophy and theology.

The term ‘disability’ is of recent coinage and (obviously) cannot be found in the medieval 
Latin texts. Nevertheless, the putative referents of this term can be found if we look for certain 
Latin terms (and how they are used in context). What Latin terms should scholars working at 
the Intersection look for? Miguel Romero (2012) has identified ‘infirmitatis corporis’ (for bodily 
‘disability’) and ‘amentia’ (for mental ‘disability’). Vesa Hirvonen (2006: 173) has identified 
several additional terms connected with mental disorder, ‘alienatio’, ‘amentia’, ‘furia’, ‘insania’, 
‘fatuitas’ and ‘phrenesis’. He says that, ‘“Amentia” and “insania” were general terms for mad-
ness. The other terms were, in principle, more specific, referring to different kinds of mental 
disorders, but even they were not often used with great precision.’ Richard Cross (2017a: 318) 
adds that scholars should look for the term ‘defectus’ and investigate whether a certain use of it 
overlaps with how ‘disability’ or ‘impairment’ are used in contemporary discussions.

Part II: Confl ation of Disability and Sin
What does it mean to say that one conflates disability and sin? It can be interpreted in more 
than one way. It can mean that disability as such is sinful or wrong, or that a disability is a pun-
ishment for one’s having sinned or done something wrong (and so disability is a sign of one’s 
sinning or wrongdoing), or it can mean both. Some call the conjunction of these the ‘religio-
moral’ construction of disability (see Goodley 2011: 5–10; cross-reference Cross 2017a: 317). 
(See the discussion of Thomas Aquinas on original sin and disability below.)

Kristi Upson-Saia and Brian Brock have written on Augustine and disability and have 
located passages in which Augustine associates bodily wounds, scars or mental disorders with 
sin or badness. Upson-Saia reports that Augustine (and some Christian authors before him) 
worried about how human bodies in this life are corruptible but human bodies in the resur-
rection are incorruptible. The thought is that resurrected bodies will not have ‘deformities’ 

3 Berkman (2013: 81–96) contends that those who have profound intellectual disabilities and are baptised 
are icons of the heavenly life, whereas everyone else who is baptised is not. It seems that the former’s 
cognitive impairment makes a good-difference, and the latter’s lack of this cognitive impairment makes 
a bad-difference. I worry whether there is an implicit ableism at work in the sense of interpreting such 
individuals as more special than everyone else; it’s a positive stigma of those who are special. For a brief 
discussion of the claim that an impaired human being is ‘special’, see Berger (2013: 93–4).
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because they will be incorruptible. The assumption is that ‘deformities’ in this life are associ-
ated with one’s being corruptible. In this vein, disabilities (physical and mental) are evaluated 
as intrinsically bad. Augustine had another reason to doubt whether resurrected bodies will 
have deformities: aesthetics. ‘For Augustine, deformities and defects were troublesome not 
only because they were inconsistent with the incorruptibility that characterized the heavenly 
space, but also because they were unsightly and ugly’ (Upson-Saia 2011: 100; cf. Berger 2013: 7). 
Augustine seemed to accept a traditional Greek aesthetic value by exclusively associating 
beauty with symmetry. Deformed and scarred bodies are not symmetrical, and so are not 
beautiful given this aesthetic value.

Moreover, we might also assume that Augustine and his contemporaries were concerned 
with beauty of heavenly bodies because of the conventional link between aesthetics and vir-
tue. Informed by physiognomy – the science of physical appearance – Greeks and Romans 
held that the disposition of the soul showed itself on the surface of the body through physi-
cal signs. It was possible, therefore, to interpret an individual’s character and temperament 
purely from his or her physical appearance. According to physiognomic taxonomies, beauty 
and virtue were inextricably linked, so that one man’s handsome, well-proportioned looks 
were evidence of his praiseworthy character, while another man’s ugliness and deformities 
were proof of his depravity and immorality.

[. . .] For these reasons, Augustine holds that heavenly bodies ought to be beautiful in 
keeping with the aesthetics of the heavenly space and as evidence of the perfected character 
and virtue of its saintly inhabitants. (Upson-Saia 2011: 101)

Augustine seems to have a bad-difference view of (what we call) disability when writing about 
resurrected saints. However, Augustine has more to say about wounded and scarred bodies of 
resurrected saints who were martyrs. In City of  God, Augustine (1984: 1061–2) writes,

Now we feel such extraordinary affection for the blessed martyrs in the kingdom of God we 
want to see on their bodies the scars of the wounds which they have suffered for Christ’s name; 
and see them perhaps we shall. For in those wounds there will be no deformity, but only dig-
nity, and the beauty of their valour will shine out, a beauty in the body and yet not of the body. 
And if the martyrs have had any limbs cut off, any parts removed, they will not lack those parts 
at the resurrection; for they have been told that ‘not a hair of your head will perish’. But if it 
will be right that in that new age the marks of glorious wounds should remain in those immor-
tal bodies, for all to see, then scars of the blows or the cuts will also be visible in places where 
limbs were hacked off, although the parts have not been lost, but restored. And so the defects 
which have thus been caused in the body will no longer be there, in that new life; and yet, to 
be sure, those proofs of valour are not to be accounted defects, or to be called by that name.4

4 See Augustine (1955: 839, 66–80): ‘Nescio quo autem modo sic afficimur amore martyrum beatorum, 
ut uelimus in illo regno in eorum corporibus uidere uulnerum cicatrices, quae pro Christi nomine per-
tulerunt; et fortasse uidebimus. Non enim deformitas in eis, sed dignitas erit, et quaedam, quamvis in 
corpore, non corporis, sed uirtutis pulchritudo fulgebit. Nec ideo tamen si aliqua martyribus amputata 
et ablata sunt membra, sine ipsis membris erunt in resurrectione mortuorum, quibus dictum est: Capil-
lus capitis uestri non peribit. Sed si hoc decebit in illo nouo saeculo, ut indicia gloriosorum uulnerum in 
illa inmortali carne cernantur, ubi membra, ut praeciderentur, percussa uel secta sunt, ibi cicatrices, sed 
tamen eisdem membris redditis, non perditis, apparebunt. Quamuis itaque omnia quae acciderunt cor-
pori uitia tunc non erunt, non sunt tamen deputanda uel appellanda uitia uirtutis indicia.’
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Kristi Upson-Saia (2011: 94) comments on this passage saying,

Augustine’s evaluation of bodily deformities [. . .] deviates notably from his contempo-
raries. While he certainly agrees with the prevailing contempt for disabled bodies when 
he argues that most deformities are gross malformations that will need to be healed in the 
heavenly realm, Augustine surprisingly argues that other deformities will be a part of the 
perfect spiritual body, entirely worthy of the heavenly space. Thus, he calls into question 
the conventionally wholesale denigration of all bodily deformities and defects that per-
vaded the literature of his time.

The important point that Augustine makes is that bodily marks, scars, wounds, etc., can be 
signs of virtue, and if such is a sign of virtue, then it is aesthetically beautiful and we should 
expect to find these in (e.g.) the martyrs who are resurrected saints in heaven. By interpret-
ing such bodily marks as signs of virtue, Augustine reframes the Greco-Roman way in which 
such marks are perceived. But are signs different than things? Should we interpret Augustine 
as suggesting that such marks are only extrinsically beautiful because of their relation to a state 
of affairs (e.g., one’s virtuous actions, one’s suffering physical harm, and linguistic representa-
tions of these) or that they are intrinsically beautiful? What, exactly, is a sign? Can a scarred or 
wounded body itself be a sign? In On Christian Teaching, Augustine (1996: 106–7) distinguishes 
things and signs, and then signs into sub-classes.5 In the following passage he distinguishes 
‘natural signs’ and ‘conventional or given signs’.

Among signs, then, some are natural, some conventional. Natural ones are those which 
have the effect of making something else known, without there being any desire or inten-
tion of signifying, as for example smoke signifying fire. It does not do this, after all, because 
it wishes to signify; but through our experience of things and our observation and memory, 
we know that fire is there, even if only smoke can be seen. And again, the [footprint] of a 
passing animal is this kind of sign; and the expression of an angry or sad person signifies 
his mood, even without the angry or sad person wishing to do so [. . .] Conventional or 
given signs, on the other hand, are those which living creatures gives one another in order 
to show, as far as they can, their moods and feelings, or to indicate whatever it may be they 
have sensed or understood. (Augustine 1996: 129)6

Some signs are ‘natural’ in the sense that they are things that automatically reference some-
thing else for those who are familiar with the thing because of previous experience of the 
thing. Some signs are ‘conventional’ in the sense that one creature intentionally uses a sign to 
communicate something to another creature. What kind of sign, then, is a wound or scar in a 
resurrected saint who is a martyr? It clearly must be a natural sign. This makes a difference to 

5 See Chapter 8 in this volume by Costantino Marmo.
6 See Augustine (1962: 32, 12–33, 20, 33, 1–3): ‘Signorum igitur alia sunt naturalia, alia data. Naturalia 
sunt, quae sine uoluntate atque ullo appetitu significandi praeter se aliquid aliud ex se cognosci faciunt, 
sicuti est fumus significans ignem. Non enim uolens significare id facit, sed rerum expertarum ani-
maduersione et notatione cognoscitur ignem subesse, etiam si fumus solus appareat. Sed et uestigium 
transeuntis animantis ad hoc genus pertinet et uultus irati seu tristis affectionem animi significat etiam 
nulla eius uoluntate, qui aut iratus aut tristis est [. . .]. [. . .] Data uero signa sunt, quae sibi quaeque 
uiuentia inuicem dant ad demonstrandos, quantum possunt, motus animi sui uel sensa aut intellecta 
quaelibet.’
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how we should interpret Augustine’s association of beauty and valour with a wound or scar in a 
resurrected saint. If it is the linguistic or conventional representation of the wound or scar that 
is beautiful, then the wound or scar itself would not be beautiful but rather a linguistic expres-
sion about it would be beautiful. On this interpretation, the wound or scar would be extrinsi-
cally beautiful, that is, by its extrinsic relation to linguistic signs that reference it. But by taking 
the wound or scar to be a natural sign, we would find Augustine to be saying that the scar or 
wound itself is beautiful. The former interpretation downgrades the beauty of the wound or 
scar itself, and such an interpretation is consistent with ableism. But the latter interpretation 
has it that the wound or scar in itself is beautiful, or the wound or scar itself is a part of the 
saint’s virtuous actions. This interpretation is consistent with anti-ableism.

Moreover, in writing about ‘monstrous human births’, Augustine (1984: 16, 8, cited in 
Brock 2009: 88) again suggests an anti-ableist view.

For God is the Creator of all things: He Himself knows where and when anything should 
be, or should have been, created; and He knows how to weave the beauty of the whole out 
of the similarity and diversity of its parts. The man who cannot view the whole is offended 
by what he takes to be the deformity of a part; but this is because he does not know how it is 
to be adapted or related to the whole. We know of men who were born with more than five 
fingers or five toes. This is a trivial thing and not any great divergence from the norm. God 
forbid, however, that someone who does not know why the Creator has done what He has 
done should be foolish enough to suppose that God has in such cases erred in allotting the 
number of human fingers. So, then, even if a greater divergence should occur, He whose 
work no one may justly condemn knows what He has done.

There is at Hippo Zaritus a man who has crescent-shaped feet with only two toes on 
each; and his hands are similar. If there were any race with these features, it would be added 
to our list of the curiosities and wonders of nature. But are we for this reason to deny that 
this man is descended from that one man who was created in the beginning?7

This passage suggests that ‘divergences’ among human beings should not automatically be inter-
preted as bad-differences. Rather, there is a beauty in each part of the whole human race. This sug-
gests that beauty is to be associated with all ‘divergences’. Moreover, Augustine claims that human 
beings with trivial or significantly different bodily configurations are of the same human family by 
virtue of common descent. According to Brian Brock (2009: 76), ‘[Augustine] suggests that what 
may look like a deformity may actually be an artefact of sinful inability to see God’s working in all 
people to create a beautiful whole’. (Compare Augustine’s position with John Locke who distrusts 
the fact that a child is born from a human parent as a basis for ascribing ‘humanity’ to that child. 

7 See Augustine (1955: 509, 31–46): ‘Deus enim creator est omnium, qui ubi et quando creari quid opor-
teat uel oportuerit, ipse nouit, sciens uniuersitatis pulchritudinem quarum partium uel similitudine uel 
diuersitate contexat. Sed qui totum inspicere non potest, tamquam deformitate partis offenditur, quo-
niam cui congruat et quo referatur ignorat. Pluribus quam quinis digitis in manibus et pedibus nasci 
homines nouimus; et haec leuior est quam ulla distantia; sed tamen absit, ut quis ita desipiat, ut existimet 
in numero humanorum digitorum errasse Creatorem, quamuis nesciens cur hoc fecerit. Ita etsi maior 
diuersitas oriatur, scit ille quid, egerit, cuius opera iuste nemo reprehendit. Apud Hipponem Zaritum est 
homo quasi lunatas habens plantas et in eis binos tantummodo digitos, similes et manus. Si aliqua gens 
talis esset, illi curiosae atque mirabili adderetur historiae. Num igitur istum propter hoc negabimus ex 
illo uno, quia primus creatus est, esse propagatum?’ Aquinas discusses the beauty of diversely configured 
bodies in ST I, 96, 3, ad 3.
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Locke (1979: 454) writes, ‘if several Men were to be asked, concerning some oddly-shaped Foetus, 
as soon as born, whether it were a Man, or no, ’tis past doubt, one should meet with different 
Answers’.) This passage reframes how we should interpret Augustine’s saying that resurrected 
saints will be healed of their wounds and made ‘perfect’.

Augustine’s claim that all human beings are beautiful because they are created by God, 
in conjunction with his claim that resurrected martyrs will have wounds and scars as signs of 
their virtue, encourages us to be wary of asserting that Augustine expresses an ableist position 
when affirming the aesthetic value of symmetry. It is more accurate to suppose that Augustine 
says things that imply, or if not are at least consistent with, an anti-ableist view. To this extent 
we should be wary of supposing that Augustine conflates sin and disability. Augustine’s texts 
do not easily fit with the ‘religio-moral’ construction of disability.

Another way into the theme of conflation of sin and disability by medieval theologians is 
by looking at their discussions of the consequences of original sin. According to Richard Cross 
(2017b: 76–7), Thomas Aquinas’s interpretation of disability, or what Aquinas calls a defectus, 
necessarily is a punishment for original sin. For Aquinas,

Adam’s fall forfeited original justice, and thus the teleologically normative ordering of 
substance and powers that original justice secured. The lack of original justice, and thus 
the universal punitive absence of certain teleologically normative powers and activities, 
is inherited by Adam’s progeny. On this view, then, all human beings descended from 
Adam are automatically guilty of original sin, and deserving of punishment. And Aquinas 
claims that the defects that are the automatic consequences of the loss of original justice 
are included among the relevant punishments. ‘The removal of original justice has the 
character of a punishment. [. . .] Therefore also death and all the consequent bodily defects 
are particular punishments for original sin [. . .] ordered according to the justice of God 
who punishes.’ [. . .] This view has, as a consequence, the claim that there could be no 
pure nature, by which I mean no nature lacking both original justice and punishment for 
sin. The only morally acceptable explanation for the absence of original justice is that this 
absence is a punishment for sin.8

Cross later points out three things about Aquinas’s account of physical ‘defect’ as punishment 
for original sin. First, every human being is to some extent ‘defective’ or subject to teleologi-
cal failure because of original sin. ‘Teleological failure’ implies that one’s body is not perfectly 
subject to one’s rational soul, and that one’s rational soul is not perfectly subject to (or oriented 
towards) God as it ought to be. In short, all human beings are to some extent teleologically 
disordered as a punishment for original sin. In effect, Aquinas normalises human ‘defects’; 
there is no contrast between ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’ human beings – all (except for certain 
theological counter-examples) are ‘defective’. Comparing this with what Lennard Davis has 
shown regarding the invention of a statistical norm for human beings and their various func-
tions, we should note that there are no ‘normal’ human beings in contrast to ‘abnormal’ human 
beings. All human beings are subject to teleological failure (excluding certain theological 
counter-examples, e.g., Christ) (cf. Cross 2017a: 329–30).

Second, Aquinas allows for ameliorative responses to human suffering from various bodily 
‘defects’ because they provide the opportunity for human beings to love their neighbour 
(cf. Aquinas 1981: II-II, 32, 3, ad 2; Romero 2002: 119–20; Cross 2017a: 337). Although ‘defects’ 

8 Also, see Cross (2017a: 332, note 70).
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are punishments for original sin, for Aquinas this does not imply that we should not care for 
those who suffer from such ‘defects’. This suggests, then, that disabilities are bad because they 
are punishments for original sin. Nevertheless, Aquinas holds that while ‘defects’ are punish-
ments, they are not necessarily only punitive punishments; Aquinas allows that ‘defects’ can 
also be non-punitive (restorative) punishments (Cross 2017a: 335, note 78). So, a human being 
can look to God for help in response to their experience of their own bodily ‘defect’. This can 
play a role in the process of one’s conversion (by grace) towards reordering oneself to God.

Third, Aquinas needs to explain why there is a diversity (in kind and intensity) of human 
‘defects’ if the ultimate cause of everyone’s ‘defects’ is the same original sin. Aquinas’s response 
is that once original justice (the right ordering of human body to soul and soul to God) left 
Adam and Eve, human bodies were ‘left to themselves’ to develop in diverse ways (see Aquinas 
1981: I-II, 86, a. 4, ad. 1).9

In ‘Duns Scotus on Disability: Teleology, Divine Willing, and Pure Nature’, Richard Cross 
compares Duns Scotus to Thomas Aquinas with regard to disability, original sin, and whether 
there is a conflation of sin and disability. Cross (2017b: 73–4) writes,

Now, while [the punishment] approach to disability is found pervasively in the Middle 
Ages, it is not universal. Here I attempt to show that Duns Scotus rejects the strong pun-
ishment view found in Aquinas. He agrees that there is de facto a punitive element to dis-
ability in the context of a theology of original sin, but he disagrees with the view that it is 
a necessary feature of disability. He considers various counterfactual situations in which 
we can find disability in the absence of sin, and thus in the absence of punishment. Scotus 
develops, instead, a theory according to which disability could simply be part of the divine 
plan, and in which disability might indeed have its own particular intrinsic beauty. It is, in 
other words, a fully natural state, one that God could have caused quite independently of 
human sin, and have done so on the basis of some beauty perceived by God in the relevant 
bodily configurations.10

One thing to note is that Duns Scotus echoes Augustine’s discussion of beauty in the diver-
sity of human bodily configurations: an individual bodily configuration, including a disabled 
bodily configuration, can be beautiful in itself. On Cross’s reading, Duns Scotus holds that 
while various bodily ‘defects’ are de facto punishments for original sin, Duns Scotus denies 
that such bodily ‘defects’ can only be punishments. Consequently, for Duns Scotus bodily 
‘defects’ are contingently extrinsically associated with sin (because they are punishments for 
original sin) but not intrinsically associated with sin. In light of contemporary discussions of 
bad-difference views of disability, it is clear that in this context (at least) Duns Scotus does 
not imply a bad-difference view because he denies that a bodily ‘defect’ in itself is a punish-
ment. To translate Duns Scotus’s view into contemporary terms, he seems to have a kind social 
model according to which a bodily ‘defect’ in relation to a complex state of affairs (God, God’s 
commandments, original sin) is where the association with sin is found; in contrast, Thomas 
Aquinas may be translated as having a kind of medical model of physical ‘defects’ according to 

9 Latin available at <http://www.corpusthomisticum.org/sth2085.html#37226>: ‘Sic igitur, remota 
originali iustitita, natura corporis humani relicta est sibi [. . .].’
10 In footnote 7 Cross writes, ‘For the role of the aesthetic in Scotus’s moral thinking more generally, see 
in particular Ingham (1995: 825–37); Ingham (2012: 95–113), and the literature she cites there. See also 
Cross (2012a)’.
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which a bodily ‘defect’ in itself is a punishment (because it is intrinsically associated with sin). 
Still, for Aquinas all human beings in this life (except, e.g., Christ) have bodily ‘defects’ such 
that there are no ‘normal’ or ‘abnormal’ human beings.

Part III: Disability and Sacraments
What we call ‘disability’ also shows up in medieval philosophical theologians’ discussions of 
the conditions required for receiving a sacrament. For example, they ask whether one must 
consciously assent to certain propositions in order to be baptised or receive the eucharist. In 
what follows I survey what has been written recently about what Thomas Aquinas and Duns 
Scotus have to say about the requirements for baptism.

Richard Cross compares and analyses what Thomas Aquinas and Duns Scotus have to 
say about what is required for a human being without the use of reason (what contemporary 
philosophers would call a severe cognitive impairment) to receive the sacrament of baptism 
(see Cross 2012b; see also Romero 2002: 115–16). Both theologians held that what a person 
receives through baptism is grace, e.g., a theological habit of faith. This is an inclination to 
believe propositions of faith.11 They disagreed, however, on the conditions required for receiv-
ing this habit of faith.

Both have a general discussion of what is required for baptism, and then apply those gen-
eral conditions to different cases that involve those without the use of reason. The cases that 
both discuss include infants without the use of reason, children without the use of reason, chil-
dren with the use of reason, adults without the use of reason, and adults with the use of reason. 
For Aquinas, baptism can happen only if the person to be baptised has an explicit (occurrent) 
act of faith or a sponsor for the person to be baptised has an explicit (occurrent) act of faith 
that stands on behalf of the person to be baptised (see Aquinas 1981: II-II, q. 2, a. 5, cited in 
Cross 2012b: 430–1). In the cases of infants and children without the use of reason, if their 
parents wish for them to be baptised and a parent has an explicit act of faith then the infant or 
child may be baptised. In the following passage Aquinas (1981: III, 68, 12) identifies different 
situations of adults without the use of reason (amentia).

In the matter of imbeciles and madmen a distinction is to be made. For some are so from 
birth, and have no lucid intervals, and show no signs of the use of reason. And with regard 
to these it seems that we should come to the same decision as with regard to children who 
are baptized in the faith of the church. But there are others who have fallen from a state 
of sanity into insanity. And with regard to these we must be guided by their wishes as 
expressed by them when sane; so that, if then they manifested a desire to receive baptism, 
it should be given to them when in a state of madness or imbecility, even though then they 
refuse.

If, on the other hand, while sane they showed no desire to receive baptism, they must 
not be baptized. Again, there are some who, though mad or imbecile from birth, have, 
nevertheless, lucid intervals, in which they can make right use of reason. So, if then they 
express a desire for baptism, they can be baptized though they actually be in a state of mad-
ness. And in this case the sacrament should be bestowed on them if there be fear of danger 
otherwise it is better to wait until the time when they are sane, so that they may receive the 

11 For differences between them on the epistemic status of propositions of the faith, cf. Aquinas (1981: 
II-II, q. 1, a. 1); co.; Duns Scotus (1969: 511–12). Also, cf. Williams (2017: 428).
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sacrament more devoutly. But if during the interval of lucidity they manifest no desire to 
receive baptism, they should not be baptized while in a state of insanity. Lastly, there are 
others who, though not altogether sane, yet can use their reason so far as to think about 
their salvation, and understand the power of the sacrament. And these are to be treated 
the same as those who are sane, and who are baptized if they be willing, but not against 
their will.12

There are several things to note. First, Aquinas maintains that one should not be baptised 
against one’s expressed will or against one’s parents’ expressed will if one is an infant or child 
without the use of reason. Second, if at some time one expresses one’s desire to be baptised 
but later lacks the use of reason, then one can and should be baptised because of one’s prior 
expressed desire to be baptised. Third, while it is not clear whether the names ‘amentes’ and 
‘furiosos’ are supposed to track the different situations of those without the use of reason, the 
important thing is that Aquinas identifies these different situations. (In part IV below, I quote 
Peter John Olivi who stipulates how certain terms should be used.)

Duns Scotus likewise identifies these different situations in relation to when it is permis-
sible to baptise someone (see Hirvonen 2006: 181–2). But he disagrees with Aquinas’s stip-
ulation that an explicit (occurrent) act of faith is required for an individual to be baptised. 
According to Cross (2012b: 423–33),

[. . .] Scotus goes much further than Aquinas. He holds that implicit faith is required of 
all – even those incapable of the use of reason – but he argues that, in the absence of explicit 
faith, implicit faith is present just so long as the relevant habit is present. So he identi-
fies implicit faith simply as the infused disposition to believe (i.e. the habit of faith), and 
expressly claims that implicit faith – the disposition – is sufficient for salvation, even in the 
absence of any explicit or occurrent faith: ‘It was necessary in every dispensation to have 
an implicit act about all [the articles of faith]. For in that case an act is had implicitly when a 
habit is had.’

There is an important conceptual distinction from Aquinas, and I have emphasized it 
in the last sentence: the presence of a habit is sufficient for an (implicit) act irrespective of 
any further internal or external condition. Aquinas, of course, concedes that habitual faith 

12 See <http://www.corpusthomisticum.org/sth4066.html#50149>: ‘Respondeo dicendum quod circa 
amentes et furiosos est distinguendum. Quidam enim sunt a nativitate tales, nulla habentes lucida inter-
valla, in quibus etiam nullus usus rationis apparet. Et de talibus, quantum ad Baptismi susceptionem, 
videtur esse idem iudicium et de pueris, qui baptizantur in fide Ecclesiae, ut supra dictum est. Alii vero 
sunt amentes qui ex sana mente quam habuerunt prius, in amentiam inciderunt. Et tales sunt iudicandi 
secundum voluntatem quam habuerunt dum sanae mentis existerent. Et ideo, si tunc apparuit in eis 
voluntas suscipiendi Baptismum, debet exhiberi eis in furia vel amentia constitutis, etiam si tunc contra-
dicant. Alioquin, si nulla voluntas suscipiendi Baptismum in eis apparuit dum sanae mentis essent, non 
sunt baptizandi. Quidam vero sunt qui, etsi a nativitate fuerint furiosi et amentes, habent tamen aliqua 
lucida intervalla, in quibus recta ratione uti possunt. Unde, si tunc baptizari voluerint, baptizari pos-
sunt etiam in amentia constituti. Et debet eis sacramentum tunc conferri si periculum timeatur, alioquin 
melius est ut tempus expectetur in quo sint sanae mentis ad hoc quod devotius suscipiant sacramentum. 
Si autem tempore lucidi intervalli non appareat in eis voluntas Baptismum suscipiendi, baptizari non 
debent in amentia constituti. Quidam vero sunt qui, etsi non omnino sanae mentis existant, in tantum 
tamen ratione utuntur quod possunt de sua salute cogitare, et intelligere sacramenti virtutem. Et de tali-
bus idem est iudicium sicut de his qui sanae mentis existunt, qui baptizantur volentes, non inviti.’
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is, in certain circumstances (e.g., amentia), all the individual requires intrinsically. But he 
makes this habitual faith dependent on the actual faith of others. Scotus denies this, and 
makes salvific faith consist simply in the presence of a disposition to believe, independent 
of the explicit or occurrent faith of any other person – since the disposition to believe itself 
supplies, or entails, the relevant and requisite implicit faith.13

The differences between Thomas Aquinas and Duns Scotus on whether explicit or occur-
rent faith is required for baptism has an important implication for those with amentia (cf. 
Cross 2012b: 437). In Aquinas’s view, those with amentia depend on another church mem-
ber’s explicit faith in order for one with amentia to receive the sacrament of baptism, and so 
receive the habit of faith. This implies that there is an asymmetrical dependence of the amentia 
on those with explicit faith. This suggests that those with amentia are akin to second-class 
members of the Church. Whereas for Duns Scotus there is no such asymmetrical dependence 
because no one requires an explicit act of faith in order to be baptised and so to receive the habit 
of faith. This implies that those with amentia do not have a second-class status in the Church.

If Scotus is correct, we might be able to say a little more than [saying that those with amen-
tia only can give their presence to others]. The habits and dispositions that the medieval 
theologians talk about are fundamentally matters of human orientation: toward the good or 
toward the evil. Those with profound cognitive impairments are unequivocally as capable 
of being oriented by God as any one else is, and this is as true of cognitive states as it is of 
affective ones. (Cross 2012b: 438)14

In effect, Duns Scotus’s view conforms with the goals of some contemporary philosophers 
and theologians of disability who argue for the equal status of ‘disabled’ human beings (see 
Eiesland 1994; Yong 2007; Vanier 2008). Cross (2012b: 437) draws a lesson from work at the 
Intersection, namely that,

[. . .] medieval theologians offer rich insights, I believe, because their theological specula-
tions – sometimes thought to be overly inquisitive or rationalistic – are so densely textured. 
In this case, we can uncover a theology of dispositions that can make it wholly clear why 
cognitive (dis)abilities turn out to be irrelevant to a capacity to participate in the life of the 
church – albeit without flattening the variety of ways in which human persons, with all of 
their differences, can so participate.

Part IV: Causal Explanations of Mental Disorders and Free 
Choice of the Will
Medieval philosophers and theologians give accounts of the causes of a human being’s lack of 
the use of reason (amentia) and how that impacts a human being’s free choice of the will. In 
part III, I quoted Aquinas on when it is permissible to baptise someone; there Aquinas says 
that an individual can be baptised if they express their will to be baptised. Free choice of the 
will plays an important role in this question. Moreover, medieval philosophers’ and theolo-
gians’ different theories of free will play a role in their analysis of whether a human being with 

13 Cross quotes Duns Scotus, Lectura 3, d. 25, q. un. n. 19 (Vatican, XXI, 163).
14 The text in the square brackets refers to Reinders (2008: 377–8).
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amentia, or phrenesis or alienatio or raptus, can make free choices, including choices having to 
do with the sacraments (see Hirvonen 2006: 174–5, 177, 182–3; see also Olivi 1922: 551). Peter 
John Olivi’s account of the causes of mental disorder is somewhat representative of the field. 
According to Vesa Hirvonen (2006: 175–6),

In mental disorders, the problem is, according to [Peter John] Olivi, an immoderate direc-
tion of imagination. In mad men, the imagination or cogitation functions, but it is immod-
erately inclined or directed to the species [that is, representation] of its object. The wrong 
direction in the superior powers, that is, in the intellect, follows from this. Olivi goes on to 
say that there can be two causes for such a direction in the imagination. It can be caused 
either by a natural bodily cause, or by a separate spirit. In both cases, the change is spiritual, 
not local or substantial. If the cause is bodily and natural, and it can only be removed with 
difficulty, the person is said to have amentia (amentia). If it can be removed easily, he or she 
is said to have frenzy (phrenesis). If the cause is a separate spirit, it is a question of alienation 
(alienatio) or rapture (raptus). Olivi remarks that sometimes the organic or humoral bodily 
states can affect the mind very suddenly, as happens, for instance, in the case of the conjugal 
acts, according to Augustine and Cicero.

Olivi posits different kinds of cause for mental impairment. A mental impairment is either 
naturally caused or caused by a separate spirit. For Olivi (and others), a separate spirit can 
directly affect what and how one imagines something, and this is the source of one’s imagina-
tion not being directed in the right way. Further, the type of mental disorder is determined by 
its temporal duration or by the ease of removing it. (Presumably, a medical doctor may assist in 
removing such a mental disorder.) It is important to observe that Olivi does not assign a general 
value on such mental conditions – some might make a bad-difference, or a mere-difference, or 
a good difference.

Although Olivi stipulates that those with ‘amentia’ are those with a naturally caused mental 
disorder that can only be removed with difficulty, he allows that there can be another use of the 
term ‘amentia’. Olivi comments on The Acts of  the Apostles where the Apostle Paul writes that,

We are fools for the sake of Christ, but you are wise in Christ. We are weak, but you are strong 
[. . .] To the present hour we are hungry and thirsty, we are poorly clothed and beaten and 
homeless, and we grow weary from the work of our own hands. When reviled, we bless; when 
persecuted, we endure; when slandered, we speak kindly. We have become like the rubbish of 
the world, the dregs of all things, to this very day. (1 Corinthians 4:10–13)

Olivi (1922, 2001: 419–20) says that the Apostle Paul had

a holy and spiritual mindlessness according to 1 Corinthians 4:10, ‘We are fools because of 
Christ.’ Therefore, he is counted as insane because he passed beyond common human use 
and sense, extending himself to what is arduous and strange; he seemed to care about him-
self and his temporal goods as if [they were] nothing. This world holds him to be insane.15

15 ‘Sed tamen haec est sancta et spiritalis amentia iuxta illud eiusdem I Ad Corinthios 4, 10: Nos stulti 
propter Christum. Vel ideo insanum reputat, quia ultra communem hominum etiam peritorum usum et 
sensum ad tam ardua et insolita se extendens de se ipso et suius temporalibus commodis quasi nihil curare 
videbatur. Hoc enim mundus pro insania habet.’
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In addition to the previous passages where Olivi used ‘amentia’ to refer to those with a disor-
dered imagination, this passage shows that Olivi uses ‘amentia’ for someone who behaves in 
ways that ‘the world’ considers strange, foolish or insane, that is, individuals who do things 
that lead to being poorly clothed, homeless and hungry. Although we should not consider 
Paul ‘mentally impaired’, what we should observe is that Olivi recognises that ‘amentia’ can 
refer to certain sorts of social outcasts. In effect, those with ‘amentia’ may be stigmatised by 
‘the world’.16

Olivi is well known for his libertarian account of free choice of the will (see Yrionsuuri 
2002; Kaye 2004). His discussion of cognitive impairment in relation to free will is illustra-
tive of his analysis of free will. Olivi raises an objection against the claim that those with, for 
example, ‘fury’ [ furiosi] have free choice of the will. The objection reads: ‘Freedom is nothing 
other than a full faculty of those things, in relation of which it is freedom itself; but where there 
is a full faculty, there can be a use of such a faculty at once; therefore, etc.’ Olivi replies saying,

It should be said [ . . . ] that there is an equivocation between ‘freedom’ and ‘faculty’, accord-
ing to which there is freedom according to essence and according to habit and according to 
aspect or use. Therefore, free choice, when it is under such an impediment, there is a deficit 
from freedom, faculty, and power according to use or according to aspect.17

What prevents a cognitively impaired human being from exercising free choice of the will is 
that the object is not cognitively present to the human being under the right or ‘due’ aspect.18 
The upshot for Olivi is that cognitive impairments (or ‘disorders’) can remove from one an 
opportunity to exercise one’s free will, but such cognitive impairments do not remove one’s 
essential or habitual faculty of free will.

Regarding the causation of mental ‘disorders’, Duns Scotus agrees with Olivi that separate 
spirits can causally affect a human being’s imagination. According to Vesa Hirvonen (2006: 173),

Duns Scotus discusses whether an angel (good or evil) can cause something in a human 
being’s intellect. His view is that an angel cannot enrapture (rapere) the intellect to have an 
intellectual vision of something purely intelligible, but it can enrapture the imagination to 
imagine something imaginable. This imaging can become so intense that it leads to insanity. 
This too intensive imagining, according to Scotus, is rather a question of fury than rapture. 
While having an intense imagination experience of something, a person may seem to have 
an intellectual vision of it, but that is not the case. An intense imagination experience of 
something, however, is naturally accompanied by an intellectual cognition of the imagined 
thing. In this way, through phantasms, the devil can affect the intellect.

16 On stigmas and disability, see Berger (2013: 8, 43–8).
17 See Olivi (1922: q. 59, pp. 518, 558): ‘[L]ibertas nihil aliud est quam plena facultas eorum, respectu 
quorum est libertas ipsa; sed ubi est plena facultas, ibi statim potest esse usus talis facultatis; ergo et 
cetera [. . .] Ad quartum dicendum quod [. . .] est aequivocatio libertatis et facultatis, secundum quod 
est libertas secundum essentiam et secundum habitum et secundum aspectum vel usum. Liberum igitur 
arbitrium, quando est sub tali impedimento, deficit a libertate, facultate et potestate secundum usum vel 
secundum aspectum.’
18 Olivi (1922: q. 59, p. 558): ‘Ad tertium, dicendum quod etsi potentiae non sunt debilitatae quoad essen-
tias suas, deficiunt tamen a debito modo existendi et aspiciendi. Et hoc sufficit ad hoc quod agere non 
possint, saltem debito modo.’
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Note that Duns Scotus has a general position according to which an angel, good or evil, can 
causally affect a human being’s imagination. A good angel may try to help a human being from 
sinning, but a bad angel may try to tempt a human being into sinning.

Hirvonen (2006: 180–2) also cites passages in which Duns Scotus identifies natural causes 
for various mental disorders.19 In Lectura 2, dist. 14, q. 3, Duns Scotus asks, ‘whether the 
corporeal stars have efficacy or a certain influence on the inferior things?’ He responds say-
ing that the stars act on the elements and that the sun affects the generation, vivification and 
death of plants. Duns Scotus then turns to claims by astrologers. He concedes that they can 
make certain judgements about natural effects such as when sea tides occur,20 but not about, 
for example, when rain showers will occur. Duns Scotus infers ‘how much more in the life 
of a human [being]’ will an astrologer not be certain. ‘Although, corporeal stars can act on a 
human body, organs, and imagination, and so impede the action of the intellect and make a 
human frenetic, it is entirely false that they have an immediate effect on the intellect and will.’21 
In Reportata 2, dist. 14, q. 3, he says a little more about the stars’ effects on human beings.

[The stars] can dispose [one] regarding sanity and illness, inasmuch as to the proportion of 
the humours, and so, they can alter an animated body, and in this way there can be an indis-
position of the soul and then death occurs. Also, they can act on organs by bringing about 
a quality that is a due grade or by removing [it]. And so, it is said that an intellect is ruined 
by a certain internal corruption in us, as is the case of lunatics who are sometimes badly 
disposed and sometimes well [disposed]. But the organ of the sensitive appetite seems the 
same because some are more disposed toward desiring this than that. Nevertheless, the will 
is purely free. Therefore, although a sensitive appetite inclines toward one [alternative], the 
will can elect [its] contrary, because no star, nor some creature, can efficiently cause an act 
in the will except itself.22

For Duns Scotus, natural causes can affect one’s sensory organs, including the organ of the 
imagination, but the freedom of the will cannot be directly affected by any other creature. 
This holds for ‘frenetic’ and ‘sane’ human beings. A key assumption is that the will is not 
located in any corporeal organ (see Adams 1987: 633–69; Cross 2014: 73–7). The implication 
is that if it could be affected by natural causes, then it is located in an organ. But since it is not 
located in an organ, it follows (by modus tollens) that it cannot be affected by natural causes 

19 See Duns Scotus, Lectura 2, d. 14, q. 3, n. 36 (Vatican 19, 126); Ordinatio 1, d. 3, p. 1, q. 4, n. 252 
(Vatican 3, 153).
20 In Duns Scotus (1969: 2, d. 14, q. 3, n. 3, p. 342), Duns Scotus says that the moon causes the sea tides.
21 Duns Scotus, Lectura 2, d. 14, q. 3, n. 36 (Vatican 19, 126): ‘Unde licet corpora caelestia possint agere in 
corpus humanum et in organum et in phantasiam, et sic impedire actionem intellectus et facere hominem 
phreneticum, – sed quod habeant actionem immediate circa intellectum et voluntatem, est omnino falsum.’
22 Duns Scotus (1969: 2, d. 14, q. 3, n. 5, p. 342): ‘Et sic possunt disponere quantum ad sanitatem et aegri-
tudinem ut quantum ad proportionem humorum, et sic possunt alterare corpus animatum ita ut sit indisposi-
tio animae et tunc accidit mors. Possunt etiam agere in organa intendendo qualitatem ad gradum debitum vel 
remittendo. Et ideo dicitur quod intellectus corrumpitur corrupto quodam interiori in nobis, et sic Lunatici 
aliquando peius disponuntur aliquando melius. Sed idem videtur de organo appetitus sensitiui, quia magis 
disponuntur aliqui ad appetendum hoc quam illud. Tamen voluntas est mere libera. Et ideo quamquam 
appetitus sensitiuus inclinet ad unum potest voluntas eligere contrarium, quia nulla stella, nec aliqua creatura 
potest causare effectiue actum in voluntate, nisi ipsamet.’ William Ockham also uses ‘aegritudo’ to refer to 
what we would call mental impairment. See Hirvonen (2006: 184, note 56, for references).
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including other creatures’ natural efficient causation. (A full assessment of different medieval 
philosophers’ and theologians’ analyses of the ways in which separate spirits can causally affect 
human beings in relation to disability – and health – remains to be seen. Still, there are several 
important studies on the historical period (see Laine-Frigren et al. 2009; Katajala-Paltomaa 
and Niiranen 2014)).

Hirvonen (2006: 182, 185) also discusses the way in which William of Ockham understands 
the relation between mental disorder and free choice of the will.

In the Various Questions, q. 8, Ockham says he ‘firmly believes’ that a fool and a furious 
person cannot have some acts of the intellect, especially judging ones. There cannot be in 
them acts with respect to complex objects, since in order to have such acts, there has to be 
a concurrent act of the will.

In a fool and a mad person’s will, there still are, according to Ockham, acts, but not free 
ones. Their volitions may even be directed to good things because of virtuous habits gener-
ated when they were healthy. Such acts are not, however, virtuous, because these people do 
not know what they do. Because of the lack of the use of reason, the wills of mentally disor-
dered people are incapable of performing their due functions, such as controlling sensory 
passions. Therefore, they may have desires, sorrows and joys which they cannot control.23

[Moreover,] Ockham thinks that the functions of the intellect and the will are not in 
order in fools and mad people because of wrongly ordained imaginations, which, in their 
turn, originate at the bodily level.

It is a commonplace among medieval Aristotelians to locate the causal impediments to one’s use 
of reason and one’s exercise of free choice of the will in one’s body (including one’s ‘humours’) 
and sensory organs, and whatever may affect them so as to cause various cognitive disorders.24 
But, even more, it is a commonplace among these philosophers and theologians to deny that 
the power of intellect and the power of will are located in any bodily organ. This allows them to 
maintain that all human beings, whether they are temporarily or permanently ‘insane’, ‘phre-
netic’ or ‘mindless’, have the same basic powers of intellect and will (see Pasnau 1997; Romero 
2002: 103–7; Cross 2014; Frost 2020).25 This has welcome consequences for medieval theolo-
gians who theorise about those with ‘amentia’ and, for example, the sacrament of baptism. In 
short, the implication is that even those with ‘amentia’ have an intrinsic capacity to receive an 
intellectual habit of faith from God, despite any disordered senses or a disordered imagination.

Furthermore, Ockham concedes that someone without the use of reason [in illis non est usus 
rationis] nevertheless can have desires, sorrows and joys that arise from one’s sensory cognitive 
powers located in one’s corporeal organs. Ockham also concedes that someone without the use 
of reason can have non-complex intellectual acts and voluntary acts. This concession reflects 
Ockham’s – and many other medieval philosophers’ and theologians’ – Aristotelian analysis of 
human beings’ cognitive powers. This concession serves as a guideline for scholars working 
at the Intersection; they should be sensitive to the way in which medieval philosophers and 

23 Ockham, Quaestiones Variae, q. 8 (OTh, VIII, 427), ln. 401–15.
24 This is consistent with, e.g., medical texts which predominantly focus on natural causes of illness. Cf. 
Scott Nokes (2018: 136–40). For a history of ‘health’ as it relates to ancient and medieval philosophy, cf. 
Pormann (2019: 43–74), Allen (2019: 103–35), both of which are in Adamson (2018). Compare with later 
medical and spiritual interpretations in Vacek (2015).
25 For discussion of ‘personhood’ in relation to cognitive powers, cf. Williams (2019a, 2019b).
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theologians describe those ‘without the use of reason’. This phrase can be used to refer to 
(1) someone temporarily without the use of reason, (2) someone permanently without the use 
of reason, (3) someone with acts of intellect but no (second-order) intellectual acts by which 
they make complex judgements, or (4) someone with simple acts of intellect and consequent 
volitions based on those simple acts of intellect but with no (higher-order) complex acts of 
intellect or will. What these different referents of ‘lack of the use of reason’ show is that medi-
eval theologians’ texts are just as Cross (2012b: 437) claimed, ‘medieval theologians offer rich 
insights, I believe, because their theological speculations – sometimes thought to be overly 
inquisitive or rationalistic – are so densely textured’.

* * *

This survey of the intersection between disability and medieval philosophy and theology has 
shown several things. First, for a scholar of medieval philosophy or theology to do excellent 
work in the Intersection, they should be familiar enough with debates going on in contempo-
rary philosophy and theology of disability. This familiarity is an advantage because it helps 
attune the scholar to the many complexities of ‘disability’ and (questionable) assumptions one 
may have when researching a history of the philosophy or theology of disability in medieval 
philosophy or theology.26 Second, scholars of medieval philosophy or theology now have a 
new research area in which to engage. Third, not only does the Intersection help scholars to 
understand better what is going on in the medieval texts, but if a scholar were so willing, they 
may ‘overstand’ medieval insights and develop them into new contributions in contemporary 
philosophy or theology of disability.27
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The Art of  Excess as a Medieval Aesthetic

Lisa Mahoney

From a modern perspective, there was no art in the Middle Ages. Indeed, medieval works, 
small or large, were the products of an anonymous group, not a named individual, that cre-
ated by means of skills learned and according to a patron-determined design rather than by 
inspiration and imagination (see Dean 2006). Whether or not this holds entirely, a simpler 
and more essential definition of art – as something that exceeds in form what is required by 
function – certainly allows such an assessment to be called into question. This chapter looks 
at the ways in which we see this excess. It does not, however, look at descriptions of beauty 
in extant texts that identify required components of the aesthetically pleasing or that suggest 
more general aesthetic principles. Instead, it looks at medieval visual culture itself, underlin-
ing the ways in which material, line, mass and colour are able to point to value in the explicitly 
unnecessary. Such an analysis will rely, on the one hand and perhaps unexpectedly, on estab-
lishing the functional as a requirement in the medieval world, a requirement demanded by the 
prohibition against human beings creating anything ‘in heaven . . . in the earth beneath . . . 
or in the waters under the earth’ (Exodus 20:4) and, moreover, by the medieval workaround 
that found in images a capacity to instruct the illiterate. This allowance had an effect deep 
and broad, extending even to non-figural works. On the other hand, this analysis will rely on 
finding evidence for ‘art’ as defined here in unlikely and easily overlooked corners, in under-
regulated margins, in the decorative, and in the use of precious materials. In other words, it will 
rely on finding evidence for the centrality and the celebration of the non-functional. The fact 
that enormous human and financial resources were dedicated to such creations suggests their 
importance within the medieval world and, accordingly, for any understanding of it.

Art as Functional: The Problem of Images
An essay on medieval aesthetics in a volume treating the history of philosophical thought 
finds a nice beginning with Immanuel Kant. Indeed, no medievalist would deny that a con-
ception of beauty much like his existed in the Middle Ages, wherein the sights most plea-
surable to the senses were those that provoked spiritual transcendence. This conception 
of beauty can be found in the texts of medieval philosophers and theologians, Dionysius 
the Pseudo-Areopagite principal among them.1 In the De divinis nominibus, written c. 500, 

1 On Pseudo-Dionysius and beauty, see, for example, Ivanovic (2014). For an introductory discussion of 
Pseudo-Dionysius and art, see Eco (2002: 17–27). For a concrete example of Pseudo-Dionysius’s influence 
on the production of art in the Middle Ages, see Elsner (1994).
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Pseudo-Dionysius’s contemplation of divine beauty brings about a mind ‘away from passion 
and from earth’ until ‘we shall be united with him and, our understanding carried away, 
blessedly happy, we shall be struck by his blazing light . . . our minds . . . like those in the 
heavens above’ (De div. nom.: 1.4).2 Such an experience is echoed by medieval historians like 
Procopius, more or less a contemporary of Pseudo-Dionysius, who characterises the Hagia 
Sophia in the sixth century as indescribably beautiful and credits that beauty to its forms and 
materials and, even more, to the effect of these forms and materials, for

whenever anyone enters this church to pray, he understands at once that it is not by any 
human power or skill, but by the influence of God, that this work has been so finely turned. 
And so his mind is lifted up toward God and exalted, feeling that He cannot be far away [. . .] 
(Procopius 1987: I, 1, 11.54–61)

About 600 years later and half a world away, Suger, abbot of Paris’s St Denis, advocates a simi-
larly ecstatic function for the gems in his new church:

Often we contemplate . . . these different ornaments . . . when – out of my delight in the 
beauty of the house of God – the loveliness of the many-colored gems has called me away 
from external cares, and worthy meditation has induced me to reflect, transferring that 
which is material to that which is immaterial, on the diversity of the sacred virtues: then it 
seems to me . . . that, by the grace of God, I can be transported from this inferior to that 
higher world in an anagogical manner. (De admin.: XXXIII, 62–5)3

Figures like Procopius and Suger make Pseudo-Dionysius’s abstract ideas about beauty 
concrete and move us out of the realm of philosophy and into that of art history. Their 
words point to an understanding of material’s potential that derives from the earliest 
arguments for the presence of art in sacred spaces, arguments necessitated by the Second 
Commandment:

You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven 
above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water underneath the earth. You 
shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God. 
(Exodus 20:4–5)

Augustine underlined the dangers of even mental representations, pointing to the many false 
appearances that result, since ‘one represents the features and figures of those bodies in one 
way, and another in a different way’, and encouraging a recognition of such appearances as a 
distraction from the more exalted aims of devotion – ‘our faith is not busied there with the 
bodily countenance of those men, but only with the life that they led through the grace of 
God’ (Augustine 2002: VIII, chapter 4, p. 10). The Kantian-esque solution to the problem of 
art will be articulated by Pope Gregory the Great at the turn of the seventh century in a letter 
written to Serenus, Bishop of Marseilles, who has recently had the images in the churches of 

2 All Pseudo-Dionysius translations are taken from Luibheid (1987).
3 Translation and Latin found in Panofsky (1979). On the relationship between Pseudo-Dionysius and 
the potential of the material described here, see Kidson (1987). Suger seems to have confused Pseudo-
Dionysius with the patron of his church (Kidson 1987: 4).
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his diocese destroyed. Gregory condemns the bishop’s iconoclasm and, more important for the 
history of art, defends images for provoking a metaphysical turn in its beholder,

for it is one thing to adore a picture, another through a picture’s story to learn what must 
be adored. For what writing offers to those who read it, a picture offers to the ignorant who 
look at it, since in it the ignorant see what they ought to follow, in it they read who do not 
know letters. (Chazelle 1990: 139–40)4

This will look more like Kant in the expression of later Gregory-influenced thinkers. In his 
Opusculum de conversione sua, Herman-Judah seems to record an actual debate on the nature of 
idolatry. To his interlocutor, the twelfth-century theologian Rupert of Deutz, Herman-Judah 
charges, ‘In your temples (sic) you have set up as objects of adoration for yourself, huge images 
elaborately wrought with the arts of painters and sculptors . . . Either set forth for me the 
authority for this abominable worship . . . or . . . confess . . . that you cannot . . .’ (Opusculum: 
80).5 Rupert responds by pointing to the affective, or metaphysical and transporting, value of 
the objects against which Herman inveighs.6

The foregoing, although brief, reveals my area of expertise, namely Latin Christian ideol-
ogy and argument related to images. This ideology and argument were not alone. Orthodox 
theologians such as John of Damascus were similarly disposed, defending images, for example, 
both because of their instructional and their evocative capacity, because they made the invis-
ible visible or, better, because they so effectively elicited their prototype. Indeed, images were 
of issue for the Abrahamic religions in general during the Middle Ages, and all shared a fun-
damental concern with misuse and a fear of idolatry, to which they responded in varied but 
related ways. According to one hadith, for example, Muhammed objected to the appearance of 
figures on curtains but allowed for them on cushions, marking the potential for image worship 
in the vertical but not the horizontal display.7 Within the Jewish tradition, rabbinic texts drew 
distinctions between subject types and underlined the seductive power of plastic arts especially 
(Bland 2000; Mann 2000).8 All of these apprehensions and misgivings led to carefully circum-
scribed image use across the board and, moreover, carefully described image use, whether as 
educational or ecstatic or both.

Art as Excessive: The Possibility in Images
I have not provided here anything like a comprehensive or even sufficiently detailed assessment 
of arguments made on behalf of images within Latin Christianity during the Middle Ages, nor 
have I offered an exhaustive catalogue of statements connecting images with transcendence.9 
Rather, I have attempted simply to lay out one approach to medieval aesthetics, the approach 
that has determined the interpretation of the subject within the history of art. This approach 

4 This is from the second of two letters. For the original Latin, see Chazell (1990).
5 Translation from Morrison (1992).
6 This dispute took place in 1128 but was not recorded until the middle of the twelfth century. On the 
relationship between Rupert’s argument and Gregory the Great, see Kessler (2010: 152).
7 For a more subtle and substantial discussion of this issue, see Grabar (1973) and Allen (1988).
8 A relatively recent and richly varied treatment of this subject is Pearce (2013).
9 For a more comprehensive treatment along these lines, start with Eco (2002) and Kessler (2010) for the 
West and, for the East, Michelis (1964), Mathew (1971), James (1996), Maguire (1999), Schibille (2014), 
Barber (forthcoming). For Islamic art, see Grabar (1995).
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privileges reception, or at least an intended reception, and is well supported by primary texts. 
In what follows, I propose instead to focus attention on the creators of works of art in the 
Middle Ages, and to use art itself to see them.

This focus allows us a different, and differently illuminating, perspective on medieval aes-
thetics. Before truly beginning, however, it is necessary to define what is meant by the term 
‘creator’ here and to fend off its potentially anachronistic modern associations. If we take the 
creator to be the person who caused a work of art or architecture to come into being, defining or 
even identifying this figure proves a far more daunting and tangled affair than it might seem at 
first blush. For the project at hand, it suffices to say that such a word would have no single refer-
ent in the Middle Ages. The person who caused a work of art or architecture to come into being 
could be the initiator of the work, someone usually called a patron or donor, who paid for the 
commission, selecting and requesting elements of design (medium, material, kind of imagery) 
as desired or as financially entitled.10 Or this person could be the head of a workshop or scrip-
torium, who finalised designs, oversaw their execution and ensured their uniform appearance 
despite the heterogeneity of the workshop or scriptorium itself. Or, finally, this person could be 
someone who laboured in the workshop or scriptorium, who worked according to the dictates 
of a commission and as part of a collective effort as directed by the workshop’s or the scripto-
rium’s master (Alexander 1992; Priester 1993; Byng 2017).11 None of these agents were able to 
guarantee that the work they made was the work received, of course. The viewer, then, was yet 
another ‘creator’ (Mathews 2000).

Modern, Western ideas related to the creation of art and architecture privilege innovation. 
The lines from Augustine quoted above, which complain about mental images and difference, 
prepare us for an alternative view. In fact, innovation in images was especially problematic. Both 
Gregory’s insistence on their instructive potential and Rupert’s insistence on their affective 
potential (via Herman-Judah) assume the employment of pre-existing, known forms and details 
of forms (or iconography). In a world where images communicated doctrine and inspired faith, 
those images needed to be readable in order to be comprehensible. In other words, it is useful to 
think of images like words in a language and so see how innovation might lead to unintelligibil-
ity. Texts such as the Pictor in Carmine, which prescribes subject matter and its location within 
ecclesiastical spaces, reveal a concern for consistency that can only ever be implied in images 
themselves (James 1951). And beyond the worry of innovation leading to unintelligibility or mis-
communication, there was the terrifying prospect of false doctrine and, ultimately, heresy. In the 
thirteenth century, Lucas, Bishop of Tuy, railed against artists for rendering the Crucifixion with 
three rather than four nails, among other things (Gilbert 1985: 128). A well-known miniature 
of God creating the world with a compass in a thirteenth-century Bible moralisée underlines 
another danger (Vienna, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, MS 2554: f. 1v).12 It is one thing to 
use and thereby celebrate a talent for making beautiful things – a talent that has been given by 
God – another to imagine oneself God-like, fashioning ex nihilo.13

10 Jill Caskey points out that there is no noun matching our ‘donor’ or ‘patron’ in the Middle Ages. Instead 
this person or group of people is described verbally, indicating what they effect or bring about. See 
Caskey (2010: 197). For monographs on this type of creator, see Panofsky (1979) and Weiss (1998). On 
the financial role of whole towns in creations, see Kraus (1979).
11 Annemarie Weyl Carr has suggested an alternative non-workshop-centric model of (manuscript) pro-
duction, wherein a single scribe, in possession of exemplars, approached different illuminators according 
to the different demands of patrons; see Carr (1987: esp. 12–28 and 50–69).
12 For a reproduction, see Tachau (1998).
13 See, for example, Theophilus (1979). On artists acting like God, see, among others, Hassig (1990/1991: 
esp. 144).
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Whether or not innovation and originality are to be found nevertheless in the art and 
architecture of the Middle Ages is a question for a different essay.14 The preceding para-
graphs are meant simply to show that artistic creation in the Middle Ages is easily under-
stood as an exclusively utilitarian activity and that this understanding finds abundant 
support in contemporary texts. Given this, we would expect to find a corpus of art and 
architecture that relies on images, for example, and on forms, for another, that are them-
selves utilitarian. What we find instead is a corpus of art and architecture wherein images 
and forms exceed what is required by function. The remainder of this chapter looks at the 
ways in which we see this excess, for it is precisely here that we might find the principles of 
medieval aesthetics operating.15

A particularly compelling place to begin such a discussion is in margins. The margin 
belongs perhaps most literally to manuscripts. Within such objects, the space surrounding 
text was a logical and convenient location for commenting on that text.16 Word and image did 
this alike. The edges of the folia of a ninth-century prayer book called the Khludov Psalter 
(Moscow, State Historical Museum, MS D.129) provide a quintessential example of this 
particular image function. Here, a section of the Psalms is juxtaposed with a scene of the 
Crucifixion. Blue wavy lines indicate the section of text in relation to which this image is to 
be viewed.17 It reads, ‘They gave me gall for my food; and in my thirst they gave me vinegar 
to drink’ (Psalm 68:22). The Crucifixion scene shows Jesus on the cross at the moment when 
he is given vinegar mixed with gall by a soldier (Matthew 27:34). The matching details of 
text and image are quickly understood to clarify the text’s significance, namely that the New 
Testament event was foreseen in the Old Testament, a typological understanding of the 
Bible that defined medieval theology.18

The conception of the margin as a space allowing for commentary morphed easily 
into a space allowing for expression in general. What’s more, the possibilities afforded by 
the literal margin of a book, i.e., the partial liberation from doctrinal and utilitarian con-
straint, extended quite naturally to any non-central, non-principal space in art and archi-
tecture: frames, archivolts, capitals, misericords, rooftops. The floor of Chartres Cathedral, 
for example, contains a thirteenth-century circular path that ends at an open scalloped 
space (Fig. 3.1). This scalloped space is meant to be Jerusalem, something once announced 
clearly, perhaps, in a now-missing plaque (the ghost of which remains in bolt-holes) and 
still announced obliquely by the scallops themselves, which recall the decoration of the Last 
Supper’s table, a relic of which could still be seen by pilgrims to the Holy Land during the 
Middle Ages (Connolly 2005: 297–8). The whole was sized to be inhabited, providing an 
opportunity thereby for an ersatz journey to Jerusalem, where the salvific sacrifice fore-
seen in Jesus’s final meal with the Apostles had taken place. A crenellated wall surrounds 
this path, a wall unnecessary to the path’s function. It is easy to write this wall off as an 

14 And one dealt with long ago by Schapiro (1947).
15 Schapiro (1947) looks at the unnecessary in medieval art as well, but from a different impetus and with 
different conclusions.
16 The introduction to Tribble (1993) is particularly useful as a concise history of the glossed margin.
17 For a reproduction, see Corrigan (1992).
18 The painting of the Crucifixion inspires additional commentary in the lowest border of the folio, where 
two men who look like the men crucifying Jesus whitewash an icon of Jesus that looks exactly like the 
Jesus being crucified (the circular frame recalling even his nimbus). The commentary is, of course, that 
those who whitewash images (iconoclasts) are like those who crucified Jesus.
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anticipated component of the city of Jerusalem, and yet the fact that it contains but one 
gate, when Jerusalem importantly had twelve according to scripture (Ezekiel 40–8) and 
eight in reality, suggests that this particular frame is doing something more than imitating 
Jerusalem’s walls. Indeed, the crenellated wall makes the central circular path read less like, 

Fig. 3.1 Pavement, Notre Dame Cathedral, Chartres, Frances, c. 1220 (photo: Sonia Halliday 
Photo Library) 
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say, a shaped garden maze and more like a built labyrinth. And its creators read like the 
famous first architect, Daedalus, accordingly.19

A similar boldness can be observed in the throwaway surfaces of ecclesiastical painting pro-
grammes. At the Church of the Resurrection in Abu Ghosh, Israel, which was built around the 
middle of the thirteenth century for the Knights of the Hospital of St John (the Hospitallers), 
dados, pillars, arches and window splays are painted in imitation of more expensive and more 
difficult to acquire coloured marble slabs (Carr 1982; Kühnel 1988; Fishhof 2017; Fig. 3.2). 
This is a centuries-old practice, with compelling examples found in the well-preserved painted 
interiors of sites like Herculaneum and Pompeii. There is something particularly interesting 
about its implications within a Christian space, however. The focus of the programme within 
the body of the church is depictions of individual saints and elaborate scenes dedicated to 
important moments in the life of Jesus and the life of the Virgin, as one might expect. These 
paintings find their organising function in communicating Christian doctrine in general and 
the redemptive power of this space in particular. The dominant modern and Western judge-
ment that the best art is realistic art had no place in this world, where pains were taken to 
ensure that viewers did not mistake a painted figure with actual presence. Accordingly, it was 
not the goal of the medieval artist to create realistic forms.20 The realism that has inspired 
the faux marbled dados, pillars, arches and window splays is thus especially interesting, for it 

19 Murray (1996: 170–3) sees the crafty labyrinth at Notre Dame to do this same thing. Connolly (2005: 
285–314, esp. 296–7) understands the crenellations to refer to Jerusalem’s actual walls.
20 On the meaningful absence of realism in medieval works of art, see Maguire (1989) and Freeman and 
Meyvaert (2001).

Fig. 3.2 Wall paintings, Church of the Resurrection, Abu Ghosh, Israel, c. 1170 
(photo: Rory O’Neill)
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demonstrates an ability to make things that look like things in the world. If we recall the func-
tion of the margin as a gloss on a centre, it also suggests that these areas are meant to remind a 
viewer of the power of paint and to not be too drawn in by it.

Other clearly marginal spaces include the archivolts of church tympana, those outer arches 
that envelop the portal scenes that prepare an audience for its transition into a sacred space.21 The 
Romanesque Church of Sainte-Foy in Conques, France has a large and elaborate Last Judgement 
scene in this location, which announces, ‘Sinners, if you do not change your ways, know that a hard 
judgement will be upon you’, according to the lowest band of text (Kendall 1989: 169).22 Christ in 
Majesty is in the centre, with right hand raised to save those on his right (our left) and left hand 
lowered to condemn those on his left (our right). The scene is inspired especially by the Books of 
Matthew and Revelation, a connection made emphatic by the text that is reproduced on available 
flat surfaces whether or not it could be read.23 This text does not account, however, for all of the 
scene’s details, not Charlemagne among the processing saved, for example, the emperor who had 
donated the abbey’s land, nor the poacher roasted alive by a hare-demon among the damned. This 
alternately hopeful and harrowing scene has at its outermost edges, nearly out of sight, a series of 
fourteen figures who peek out from above unfurling scrolls, as if simultaneously revealing the Last 
Judgement and drawing attention to the act of revealing. Although the identity of these sculpted 
figures is unclear, it is not much of a stretch to see them as the creators of this locally inspired escha-
tological event and, thus, as playing an unexpectedly vital role in the drama of the church façade.24

Michael Camille long ago argued for the vitality and importance of the marginal, and art 
historians such as Lillian Randall and Thomas Dale have long demonstrated the extent to which 
imagery of the margins is polyvalent (Randall 1966; Camille 1992; Dale 2001).25 For the project at 
hand, the additive potential of the margin, freed of the obligations of the centre, allows it to point 
to the very excesses that interest us here and to see in these excesses shadows of their creators. 
Bernard of Clairvaux bemoaned just this in his oft-quoted Apologia (c. 1125):

To what purpose are those unclean apes, those fierce lions, those monstrous centaurs, those 
half-men, those striped tigers, those fighting knights, those hunters winding their horns? . . . 
[S]o many and so marvelous are the varieties of divers shapes on every hand, that we are more 
tempted to read in the marble than in our books, and to spend the whole day in wondering at 
these things rather than in meditating the law of God. (Rudolph 1990: 282–3)

The larger text to which this passage belongs indicates that Bernard’s main concerns are with 
artistic distractions in the monastery, but his list of famously well-observed imaginative and 
unorthodox forms is instructive nonetheless.26 In short, then, the above examples show, at least 
on one level, creators using marginal spaces to say something about the creator, on the one 
hand, and about the creative practice, on the other.

21 A good place to start with imagery of this kind is Camille (1992: 56–75), especially the chapters on 
images in the margins of the monastery.
22 For a reproduction of this tympanum, see Hearn (1981).
23 On the effect of illiteracy on reception, see Mathews (2000). On illiteracy in general, see Bäuml (1980).
24 On the performative aspect of tympana, see, for example, Cahn (1992) and, more recently, Castiñeiras 
(2015). On the role of the artist in the creation of this tympanum, see Huang (2014).
25 Scholarship on this subject is voluminous. These sources also provide particularly good historio-
graphical analyses.
26 The meaning of Bernard’s words has been much debated, see, for example, Viollet-le-Duc (1859: II, 
283–301), Schapiro (1947), Rudolph (1990) and Kessler (2012). Rudolph (1989, 1990: 13–16) gives a 
systematic overview of the scholarship (up to 2000).
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Having found such traces of artistic creation in marginal spaces, we might then move 
towards the centre. The so-called ‘carpet pages’ of seventh- and eighth-century Anglo-Saxon 
manuscripts are striking examples of foregrounded (non-utilitarian) decoration; indeed, it is 
this foregrounded and vast decoration that has led them to be associated with luxurious car-
pets.27 Meyer Schapiro’s modernist leanings inspired him to locate artistic genius in just these 
folia, folia that had previously been treated as beautiful but rote works of ornament (Schapiro 
2005: 29–53). Schapiro argued that the creators of these manuscripts’ patterned pages were 
aware of an audience and of the expectations that that audience had of ornament, offering sly 
irregularities in colour, shape and orientation in place of the regularity that ought to belong to 
them. He also argued that these patterned pages were similar to works that are recognised prod-
ucts of artistic genius – like painted landscapes and figural reliefs, like architecture and music. 
In this way, Schapiro demonstrated that even works that appear to be the most wholly, the most 
singularly, the most manifestly decorative, held within them a space for something beyond what 
was required, a space for excess. One example from the Lindisfarne Gospels (c. 715) shows, in 
particular, the musical quality of ‘decoration’ (London, British Library, Cotton MS Nero D IV; 
Fig. 3.3). This is not a carpet page but the beginning of the Book of Matthew. The phrase ‘Liber 
generationis ihu xpi filii david filii abraham [The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, son of 
David, son of Abraham]’ covers the available surface entirely. As the letters move from left to 
right and top to bottom, they become smaller, thinner, less densely decorated and closer to one 
another (Schapiro 2005: 34–7). These changes suggest an increased agility and speed and, thus, 
animate the presumed inanimate. If this effect is missed in the first letters, the last make it clear. 
Here ‘abra’ piles on top of ‘ham’ as if pushed there by the impact of the ‘Liber generationis ihu 
xpi filii david filii’ that precedes them. The apparent force of all of these characters has even 
dented and begun to break the page’s frame. Beyond its analogy with music, which Schapiro 
names ‘ingression’ and defines as ‘the process of entering into a powerful, dynamic, and musical 
way’, this painted page is peculiarly illuminating because the purpose of its content seems so 
straightforward – to present the first words of the Book of Matthew (Schapiro 2005: 36). In the 
Lindisfarne Gospels, however, formal manipulations serve to manifest the power of the scribe 
or illuminator who has painted these words, for they have the ability to make something seem-
ingly self-evident and fixed, nuanced and flexible.

The Lindisfarne Gospels, then, point not only to the excesses of the centre, but also to the 
excessive potential of essentially nonrepresentational forms. The Procopius and Suger quotes with 
which this chapter began testified already to the unintuitive promise of the nonrepresentational, 
of course, the former with regard to the Hagia Sophia’s incomprehensible structure and the latter 
to St Denis’s kaleidoscopic materials, and both with regard to transcendence. These seemingly 
one-dimensional forms could be both ecstatic and expressive sites, however, something one sees 
particularly acutely in Cistercian grisaille stained glass and Hrabanus Maurus’s figured poems.

The Cistercian order was born as a reform movement in 1098. It was characterised by a 
return to the self-sufficiency and austerity that lay at the heart of the Rule of St Benedict, 
the rule that dominated monastic life in medieval Europe.28 The Cistercian commitment 
to austerity affected their built environment noticeably, encouraging formal simplicity 
and forbidding colour and imagery. One result of these controls was grisaille stained-glass 
windows with abstract motifs (see, for example, Fig. 3.4). The colourless windows and 
regularly repeating floral and geometric shapes were deliberatively stripped of distraction, of 

27 For an overview, see Karkov (2011).
28 Of the many sources that might be given here, see Rudolph (1987, 1997) and Talbot (1986).
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Fig. 3.3 Incipit from the Gospel of Matthew, Lindisfarne Gospels, c. 715 (London, British 
Library, Cotton MS Nero D IV, f. 27r) (photo: The British Library Board) 
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Fig. 3.4 Cistercian glass, Eberbach, Germany, c. 1180 (Wiesbaden Museum, Wiesbaden, 
Germany) (photo: Michael Palmen/Stiftung Kloster Eberbach) 
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course – of the vibrant colour and of the biblical and hagiographical narratives that conven-
tionally characterise stained glass – but in its place offered conspicuously outlined forms that 
concentrated thought by way of immersive patterns.29 In this way, these windows belong to a 
long tradition of strategically designing windows in spaces used by clergy to facilitate media-
tion, albeit by distinctly Cistercian means (Caviness 1992; Kessler 2000). Their grisaille, 
however, involved an expense that is unintuitive for historians, and irregular for Cistercians 
(Gage 1982; Parsons Lillich 1984: 218). It was also unnecessary. Even if the colourless-ness 
of the windows made their lead-lined forms conspicuous, it also placed the impressively 
rhythmic floral and geometric shapes and their intricacy centre stage and, thereby, under-
lined their admirable artistry. The Cistercian windows, thus, offer an example of excess that 
is monetary and, more important, chromatic.

In the early ninth century, Hrabanus Maurus (d. 856) composed his De laudibus sanctae crucis, 
a series of twenty-eight carmina figurata, or figured poems (Sears 1989). Each poem consists of 
hexametrical verses equal in length. Each line of each of these poems consists of thirty-five to 
thirty-seven characters. Within the character field of each poem are additional poetic phrases that 
work like a crossword puzzle, only here the borrowed letters of the main poem become an image. 
The most frequently reproduced of these poems contains at its centre a word-based image of Jesus 
in cruciform (Rome, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, MS Reg. lat. 124; Fig. 3.5). His halo is formed 
by the letters ‘REXREGUMETDOMINUSDOMINORUM [King of kings and Lord of lords]’, 

Fig. 3.5 Hrabanus Maurus, De laudibus sanctae crucis, second quarter 9th c. (Rome, Biblioteca 
Apostolica Vaticana, Vatican MS Reg. lat. 124, f. 8v) (photo: 2019 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana) 

29 On these windows and their capacity to direct meditation, see Parsons Lillich (1984: 7–54, esp. 218–22).
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