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The moment the phrase "the Xiddle Ages," or '"the medieval period’ comes
into many philosophers’ minds, most think of a time man was ruled (in Europe,
anyway) by faith, and reason was, at best, a marginal factor. Tha attitude

expressed by Ayn Rand, the philosopher-novelist who wrote such novels as Atlas

shrugged and The Fountainhead, on p. 63 of Philosophy: Who Needs It, is typical
of most modern philosbphers today: '"In Western civilization, the period ruled by
Mysticism is known as the Dark Ages and the Middle Ages. I will assume that

you know the nature of that period and the state of human existence in those ages.
The Renaissance broke the rule of the mystics. "Renaissance" means "rebirth."
Few people today will care to remind you that it was a rebirth of reason—-—of
man's mind. In the light of what followed—-most particularty, in the light of
the industrial revolution--nobody can now take faith, or religion, or revelation,
or any form of mysticism as his basic and exclusive guide to existence, not in
the way it was taken in the Middle Ages." But, in point of fact, although the
Middle Ageé in Europe were a period ruled by Faith, reason was a much more
significant factor in the philosophy of the period than most modern philesphers
would know or admit. The epistemology of the period is of importance
today because oi its giving at least a partial sanction to man's natural reason
and his senses, while reconciling this sanction (or attempting to do so) with
faith. This sanction to reason bv traditional Christianity (due to medieval
philosophy, especially St. Thomas Aquinas's) was important because it allowed

{in time} the free use of man's reason withour having it by necessity wage a war
against the Bible or traditional Christian doctrines. Man's natural reason

was given an official stamp of approval in the material realm, as well as to being
applied to theology (in order to organize the revelation of the Bible and its
(supposed) doctrines, as well as o prove some of revélation’s information

independently from revelation (natural theology)). Indeed, at least some




support and legitimacy was given to man's reason in general: unlike Hume's
number of things by
skepticism, Man was said to be able to know at least know a significant. his. reason,

according to most, if not all, Medieval philosophers. As a result, today

most traditional (and seme not so traditional) ¢hristians aren't highly hostile

to science, regson or logic in themselves--and even often use these products
of man’s mind themselves. The great contribution of St. Thomas Aquinas and (to
a considerably lesser extént) St. Aurelius Augustine was devising a system
of epistemology that gave sanction to Man's reason without having to subvert
Christianity to do so, mor have to have the two have to wage an all-out war
between one another.

St. Augustine (354-430 A.D.) was the most prominent and influential of the
early Catholic church fathers. He had an enormous influence on traditional

for instauce,

Christianity and both a theologian Qﬂike devising the traditional Christian
doctrine on why suicide was immoral and his defenses of traditional Christian
doctrines against the attacks of various heretics) and as a philosopher. He
also (today) gets routinely portrayed as a flaming irrationalist and mystic,
which is at least partly off the mark. This attitude is again best summed up
by Ayn Rand: 'Now, we are witnessing the end of the Aquinas line~-with the
(Catholic) Church turning again to his primordial antagonist, who fits it

better, te the mind-hating, Life-hating St. Ausustine (Capitalism: The Unknown

Idéal,.p. 315—316)." Of course, St. Augustine did have his mystic side. (Anv-
body who takes the Bible seriously is going to be called a mystic by a zealous,
diehard worshipper of Reasdn like Avn Rand was). For instance, he believed in
the doctrine of illumination, which essentially amounted to a Christianizing
of Plato's theorv of the forms.

Now St. Augustine was deeply into Heopliatonism, and he would in many cases try
fit Necplatonic ideas with traditional Christian doctrines. One major reason for
his‘enthusiasm for Neoplatonism was because his research into Neoplatenism allowed

him to solve a big problem he had: he had o hard time conceiving God as a spirit,
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instead as some sort of body, until he read books by the Neoplateonists. For in-
stance, describing his struggles in conceiving of Ged as a spirit, he said in
Confessions, book 7, L: f. . . that although I did not imagine you in the shape
of the human body, I could not free myself from the thought that you were some
bodily substance extended in space, either permeating the world or diffused in
infinity beyond it."” But, "By reading these bhooks of the Platonists I had

prompted to look for truth as something incorporeal, and I caught sight of your

invisible nature as it is known through your creatures*(Confessions, book 7, 20).

As a result, St. Augustine in gratitude (as well as in general liking) lawvished

high praise on Plato and the Neoplatonists, as in The City of God, book 8, chapter

11 "Some of those who are united in fellowship with us in the grace of Christ

are amazed when they hear or read that Plato had a coneeption of God which they
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recognize as agreeing in many respects with the truth cf our religion. See alsc

The City of God, Book 8, chapter 9 and Confessions, book 7, the end of section 20.

Then, because of his enthusiasm for the truths (or supposed truths) of the Neo=
platonists, he would enthusiastically try to f£it them into Christianit~. Now,
one may ask, what makes all of this liking for Plato by St. Augustine important
for Medieval Christian epistemology? It is important becausermuch of Plato's not
exa;tly raticnal epistemology found its way into orthodox Christian pailosephy,
albeit somewhat adjusted or Christianized.

St. Augustine liked Plato's theoryv of Forms, which maintaizs concepts
(universals) have a spiritual substance of their own separate from the imperfect,

) ) _ This separate spiritual sub-
matter laden, particulars we can sense in the real world. |grance is whar really exists,

and the particulars we sense are only These Forms exist in another
pale reflections of this separate - lspiritual world human sernzes can

spiritual Substances, which are called the Forms.
come in contact with in this life, but our (supposed) immortal souls czn come in

contact with when we are dead. So what $t. aAugstine did wasto modify znd Christ-
ianize Plato's theory of the Forms, which resulted in Augustine's doctrine of

One of Augustine's clearest, bluntest statements on this Issue is

iilumination.
found in De Maestro (The Teacher), section 38: '"Concerning universals oI which
S¢. Auwustine's favorite scripture, at lessc in

#Thig quote f{rom Romans L is
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we can have konowledge (Augustine, like Plato, wasn't a skeptic), we do not liscen
to anyone speaking and waking sounds outside ourselves. We listen to Truth
which presides over our minds within us, though of course we may be bidden to
listen by someone using words. (Compare this claim with Socrates' claim in the

- Meno {around 8lc¢ to 82b) in the slaveboy episode). Our real Teacher is he who

is so listened to, who is said to dwell in the inner man, namely Christ, that

is, the unchangeable power and eternal wisdom of Geod. To this wisdom every

every ratiomal soul. gives heed, but to each is given only so much as he is

able to receive, according to his own good or evil will. . . . Confessedly, we
must pay heed to the light (note the word) that it may let us discern visible

things so far as we are able." Thus, in St. Augustine's view, Xan's mind

is naturally incapable by itseif of making concepts, which certainiy isn't
4 plain endorsement of humanity's natural reason!

Another passage.in Confessions (book 10, chapter 10) is very clear
as St. Auguétine speaks of how facts got into his memorv, which displavs his
rationalist emphasis (as opposed to the senses): 'Therefore they (the facts)
must have been in myv mind even befere I learned them, though present Lo my
memory. . . . How was 1t that I recognized them when thev were mentioned and
agreed to be true? (Again, he isn’t a skepric concerning non-Biblical knowledge).

It must have been that they were alreadv in my memory, hidden away in 1:ts
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deeper recesses, in so remote a part of it that I might not hiave been ible o

chink of chem ar all. L some other person had not brought them ve the fore.”

Then in the aext chapter (11), he savs: '"Trom this we can conclude zhac

earning these facts., which do not reach our minds as Lmages by means ~L the
fensaes., (dotice).  Bur are vocounizZed »v ousing cur miads, withour images. as
chey actually are, s simoly o process of choughes by willeh we zather teoether

things which. although chev are muddled md confused, dre already concained in

chie memoyy. "

rSounds susoiclousbs similar zo Placo's doctrine of recoi oction

dovrn bk le OF course, SL. o Augustine, P e wvas colng 2o be oan crthioden dhiriseian,




couldn't buy into Plato's doctrine of recollection because of its inherit belief

in the prior existence and transmigration of immortal souls, but he could borrow

elements from it}). Then in Confessions, book 10, chapter 12, he states how
universals are formed: 'The memory alsc contains the innumerable principles and

laws of numbers and dimensions. None of these can have been conveyed to it by
means of the bodily senses, because they cannot be seen, heard, smelled, tasted,
or touched. . . ! They are not images of things which the eye of my body has
reported to me, We know them simply by recognizing them inside ourselves with-
out reference to any material object. With all the senses of my body I have
become aware of numbers as they are used in counting things, But the principle
of number, by which we count, is not the same. It is not an image of the things
we count, but something there in its own right." '"He (the student) is taught not
by my words but by the things themselves which inwardly God has made manifest

to him (De Maestro, 12, 40)." See also Confessions, book 11, chapter 3.

Now what makes these quotes of text significant? What they show is St.
Augustine christianizing Plato's theory of the Forms by substituting the inward
Christ for the Forms {which objects "partiéipat@" in), whq_intPﬁn‘ifthin all
people as the light that allows them to understand the world around them.
Furthermore, this understanding need only be stirred up from the memory, not
actually newly found out, which is close to much of Plato's doctrine of re-
collection. The Forms are now (by implication) found in the mind of God, not
in a spiritual world of their own. But, however, St. Augustine avoids leaping
off the edge into heresv by | saying these facts didn't get into the mind by

got into the mind

living a previous life, as Platoc said, but ratherﬂthrough Christ working in

people's minds. St. Augustine said, in On_the Trinity, book 12, chapter 15,

section 24: '"For not everyone was a gevmetrician in the former life, since
geometricians are so few among men that scarcely one can be found anywhere.
(St. Augusﬁine here is striking back ac the slaveboy episode in the Meno by
saving the chance the slavebov was a geometrician in a previcus life is zilch).
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But we ought rather to believe, that the intellectual mind is éo formed in its
nature as to see those things, which by the disposition of the Creator are sub-
joined to things intelligible in a natural order, by a sort of incorporeal light
(hence the name "the doctrine of illumination")of an unique kind; as the eye of
the flesh sees things adjacent to itself in this bodily light, of which it is
made to be receptive, and adapted to 1it.” St. Augustine certainly wasn't

going to advocate the transmigration of souls, which is something  he goes on

to attack after the passage quoted from above. But St. Augustine didn't want

te totally give up Plato either, so he Christianized the doctrine of recollection
as well as Plato's theory of the Forms through some modifications.

Following Plato, St. Augustine brought into Medieval Christian epistemology
the idea that there is a virtual chasm between what ﬁas intelligible (what could
be understood) and what was sensible (what could be sensed). This chasm, with
its dangerous implications for the reliability of man's.reason (if our senses are
useless, then how can we trust our reason?), is a logical result of the doctrine
of illumination. If man cannot derive universals (concepts) from particulars
(individually existing things we sense) through using reason to integrate and
analyze sense-data, then another non-sensory method of deriving universals from
reallity  has to be deviséd. And St. Augustine, choosing to féllow Plato's lead,
said man can only derive universals through the nind alone. But how can the mind
alone figure out anything without using the senses? Simple: the Supernatural
(the Forms for Plato, Christ for St. Augustine) interacts directly with out minds
5¢ we can know universals in the real world without using our senses to help
derive them. Thus, if one accepts this theory of epistemology, the human mind can
not know even the material world without direct aid from God (or the Forms), and
thus the senses become useless in knowing the real world, if one pushes
this theory of epistemology to its logical conclusion. (Fortunately, St. Augustine
didn't, although Platoc did (at least in the Phaedo); as we shall see}.

For proof of the major distinction St. Augustine placed on the intelligible

[»]




and the sensible, as well as of his belief that the mind can acquire knowledge
directly (without the use of the senses), as well as with the senses, consider
the following text:

"For where as there are two kinds of knowable things,--one of those things
which the mind perceives by the bodily senses; the other, of those which it
perceives by itself (note this distinction is drawn very clearly by St. Augustine),
~—these philosophers (the skeptical academics of Augustine’s.time) have _
much against the bodily senses, but have never been able to throw doubt upon those
most certain perceptions of things true, which the mind knows by itself, such
as 1s that which I have mentioned, T know that I am alive. But far be it from
us to doubt the senses; since by them we have learned to know the heaven and

the earth . . . (On_the Trinity, book 15, chapter 12, section 21)?

"And they (the eternal things known through wisdom) abide, but not as if
fixed In some place as are bodies; but as intelligible things in incorporeal
nature, they are so at hand to the glance of the mind, as things visible or

tangible in place are te the sense of the body (On the Trinity, book 12, chapter

14, section 23)."

"Oni the one hand we need light that we may see colours, and the elements
of this world and sentient bodies that we may perceive things of sense, and the
senses themselves which the mind uses as interpreters in its search for sense
knowledge. On the other hand, tc know intelligible things with our reason we

pay attention to the interior truth. Everything we perceive we perceive either by
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bodily sense or by the mind. The former we call "sensible things," the latter

"intelligible things;' or to use the terminology of our christian authors, the

former we call "carnal things,' the latter "spiritual things (De Maestro, 12,

39y, M Certainly here we find implied a dual channel method of obtaining know-
lege: one channel by the senses, the other by the mind alone. Thus, following

Plato, St. Augustine definicely believed the mind could take in informarion

*Tinis atrtack on the skeptical academics obviously undgrmiqes the claims of Stl' .
Avgustine being an all out mystic (e.g. Demea in Hume's Dialogs on Matural Religion)

since St. Augustine believes knowledge that isn't revealed by God can be reliable also).
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without the use of the senses.
Also following Plato directly, St. Augustine said one couldn't know the con-
cept "righteous" through the senses, but only from within (see halfway through

chapter 6 of book 8 of On the Trinity), which certainly echoes Plato in the

Phaedo, about 65 c~d, when he had an exchange in which the Good and the Beautiful
were said to exist, butf were not seen with the eyes,

One very important factor, however, in 5t. Augustine's epistemology was that
he never said that Man's mind is impotent, his reason useless, his senses worth-
less, and reality an illusion. St. Augustine had no use (though he admitted he

had been tempted by) for all-out skepticism, even concerning the material world

alone. Certainly, St. Augustine was not an all-out irratiomalist, as can be

shown from the quotes just above, especially the one quote from On the Trinity,

15, 12. But his desire to follow Plato's philosophy (epistemology included) did

cause him to make statements that certainly wouldn't build confidence in Man's

senses. St. Augustine is quoted by St. Thomas Aquinas as saying (Summa Theoleogica,
First part, QQ.84, A. 6): 'We cannot expect to learn the fulness of truth from
the senses of the body. . . . whatever the bodily senses reach, is continually
being changed (echoing Heraclitus here); and what is never the same cannot be
perceived.'" Aquinas also goes on to quote Augustine's statement that through

the senses cne can't tell if an object is perceived by the mind's imagination cr
by the senses. But 5t. Augustine never goes overboard like Plate did in the
Phaedo: "And I supposed (the scul) reasons best when none of these senses dis-
turbs 1it, hearing or sight, or pain, or pleasure indeed, but when it is com-—
pletely by itself and says good-bve to the body, and so far as possible has no
dealings with it, when it (the soul) reaches out and grasps that which really

is (the Phaedo, "around" 65 ¢, see alsc 66 a)." Certainly St. Augustine could
ﬁave taken a much stronger, "no senses, by faith alone" approach to encouraging
pecple to accept Catholicism, but we shall see he didn't have an all-ocut irration-
alist apporach on this issue either. Indeed, he said (in On the Trinity, book 15,

chapter 12) that he wrote three books against the gkeprical philosophy of the




Academic philosphers, which I am sure just didn't consist of asserting the
supericrity of faith, but also of an active defense of man's mind and senses,

if his comments elsewhere in this chapter of On the Trinity (also quoted above

partly) are any indication.

St. Augustine's dual chanel approach (by the mind directly and through the
senses) to obtaining knowledge produces a curious result in De Maestro. Im the
last three chapters of book 12 (38, 39, and 40), one find both an extreme ration-
alism.(”He (the student) is taught not by my words but by the things themselves
which inwardly God has made manifest to him,' 40) and a stark eﬁpiricism ("When
he sees he learns not from words uttered but from the objects seen and his
sense of sight,” 39). This paradox of embracing two extremes in epistemology
results from St. Augustiﬁe's (seeming)* belief that nothing can be taught by the
meaﬁs of words. Thus Augustine was‘force&.to believe pecople learned by some
direct means not using words, but rather through what was sensed directly
and by what was revealed by the inward Teacher directly to the mind. Surely,
however, Plato's idea that men learned universals by being reminded of the
Forms through the particulars we sense also plays a role here. If one can only
be reminded (or be told by the inward Teacher} of universals 1f one senses
di;ectly the object of which.correspondgogﬁnniversal {which appears to be what
St. Augustine believed), then one has to believe that an object must be sensed
before one can know a universal that corresponds to the object. Either way it
happened, St. Augustine pushed the two channels by which he said man obtained
knowledge to their respective epistemological extremes.

Sﬁ. Augustine's conclusion in De Maestro, in which he saygnothing can be taught
bv the means of words; ié.ridiculous. If it was true nothing could be taught by
vords, then why did he write De Maestro (using words to write it) to teach us
that words can’t be used to teach anything? (His actions in writing the assay
contradict his words in it). Further, how could I have learned from De Maestro

that St. Augustine believed nothing could be learned bv the means of words through

T 1 3 5 - ar e
41t is my firm opinion $t. Augustine said this out of a desire to pull the reader’'s

leg or to indulge in a leve of pardox, or both.



