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Preface and acknowledgements



For Boethius, philosophy became a source of comfort. In difficult circumstances, we may set our minds free by focusing on a specific

agenda. After having uncovered the infrastructure of John Duns

Scotus’ theology (Johannes Duns Scotus, 1994), I returned to the

sphere of philosophy to concentrate on the massive issue of Duns

Scotus’ own philosophy. I underestimated somewhat the enormity of

the task to clean up the research regarding John Duns Scotus’ life,

works, and philosophical thought. However, my obsession was made

lighter and livelier by Marriëtte, Toon, and Elisabeth, my home front

and a haven of relief and joy, always fond of keen exchanges of

thought to soothe the practical pressures of writing a large book.

I have continually been supported by the wonderful presence of the

Research Group John Duns Scotus which gathers regularly in

Dordrecht. John Duns’ philosophy is a philosophy of individual

dignity and goodness, love and friendship. I am grateful for and proud

of this unique band of inspirational scholars (Henri Veldhuis, Eef

Dekker, Nico den Bok, Klaas Bom, Andreas Beck, Martijn Bac), still

going strong in their contributions to Scotist scholarship. Likewise,

I enjoy the link between past and present in the Utrecht days of studying and promoting theology (Nico den Bok, Guus Labooy, Arjan

Plaisier). We are rediscovering the past in order to infuse present

debates with the riches of the classic heritage of Western thought of

the past millennium. I am grateful for and proud of such excellent

young scholars who started out as students but became my pupils and

then my friends who helped prevent me from making mistakes.

Investigating Duns Scotus’ thought is a massive undertaking, just

as is writing in English. Without the cordial support of Jerry Etzkorn

I would certainly not have succeeded in producing an acceptable

book. By correcting my The Philosophy of John Duns Scotus Jerry

saved my book, and hopefully my work. Just as Professor Girard

Etzkorn took care of my English, Dr Guus Labooy took care of my

computer version. Mille grazie. I am also grateful for the financial
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support I received from the Theologisch Wetenschappelijk Instituut

(the Protestant Church in the Netherlands).

Without De Rijk’s contributions to philosophical scholarship,

I could not have mastered the tools indispensable for reading and analyzing systematic texts of medieval theologians and philosophers. The

membership of Medium Aevum is a precious gift to me. I received fine

support from Dr Bert Bos in semantic matters and the criticisms

Professor H. A. G. Braakhuis bestowed on my work with meticulous

care provided me with singular help, particularly in bridging the distance between evidence and conclusions. I feel truly grateful for this

assistance.

I am impressed by the sense of responsibility of the staff and the

board of Edinburgh University Press and of the referees. Jackie Jones,

former philosophy editor, deserves my deeply felt gratitude for her

wise encouragement and keen involvement. Working together with

her successor Carol Macdonald was always a source of joy. Heartfelt

thanks go also to the copyeditor Peter Williams for his hard, efficient,

and excellent work. The admirable style and competence of all

members of staff I have worked with has surprised me – and surprised

me I have to confess in a most pleasant way.

Almost twenty-five years ago in 1981, I showed how the main concepts of Duns Scotus’ theory of science constitute a coherent web of

ideas based on his central logical and ontological innovations, and

utilizing the basic notion of synchronic contingency as a matrix in his

theory. The great challenge was to investigate whether this same

innovation could be the key to understanding the whole of his philosophy. The journey of this research became a breathtaking adventure, an adventure in retrospect which succeeded due to the quality of

Scotus’ thought.

The main text of The Philosophy of John Duns Scotus was finished

in the summer of 2003. I hope to finish The Theology of John Duns

Scotus in the course of 2005–6.

It is an existential comfort to contribute to coherent philosophy,

transcending the subjectivities of individual thinkers. It is a true gift

to discover an oeuvre from the past, embodying, in principle, a coherent world of philosophical and theological thought. It is a wonderful

experience to discover in addition that this world of theological and

philosophical thinking also provided the foundations for the perspectives and dilemmas of mainstream Western thought for centuries.

John Duns Scotus suddenly died in Cologne, in Germany’s

Rhineland, in 1308, still a young professor of only forty-two years of
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age. It was a sad blow to the development of Western thought.

Nevertheless, we shall have something to celebrate in 2008.

Dordrecht, The Netherlands

Advent 2005

vos-pullen@planet.nl

www.dunsscotus.com
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REFERENCE DEVICES

The basic policy has been to arrange the references in the notes in as

simple a way as possible. The references reflect the bibliography:

surname of the author, including et al. if more authors are involved,

title or short title, page or pages. If a section is referred to without any

title, for example §3.6.8, then it is that section in The Philosophy of

John Duns Scotus that is referred to.

References to Duns Scotus’ writings are also as simple as possible,

for example Lectura I 39.72: title of the work of Duns Scotus:

Lectura; number of the book of the Lectura: I; number of the distinction of the book of Lectura I: 39; and number of the section: 72.
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INTRODUCTION



Over the last ten years I have been constantly aware that momentous

decisions and events were taking place in Duns’ life seven centuries

ago. In 1298–99 John Duns acted as a bachelor lecturing on the

Sentences in Oxford in the academic year 1298–99.1 This series of

lectures was to change his life. In 1301, rather than become a theological master in Oxford, he sailed for France to become a bachelor

lecturing on the Sentences and Master of Divinity in Paris, the intellectual capital of Europe.

This move must have been the result of an intervention by the

international leadership of the Franciscan Order on John Duns’

behalf. All that time the Friars Minor were by far the largest mendicant order. John Duns, born in Scotland, did not go to Paris as a

studens de debito, nor as a studens de gratia (§1.4). He went to

become a bachelor of the Sentences. However, Parisian Franciscan

bachelors reading on the Sentences were appointed by the Minister

General of the Order (§1.8 and §§2.1–2.2 and §2.4). Duns Scotus

became the showpiece of Augustinian thought, the mainstream of

Western theology and philosophy, within a few years through the

quality of his thought as master of theology at the University of

Paris. It had been assumed that he would set the theological and

philosophical agenda for years, but it turned out to be that he

would do so for centuries, even though he was to die within a short

time.

Unfortunately, this picture is not mirrored in our handbooks and

introductions to the history of philosophy and theology. Scotus fell

from prominence in the nineteenth century, the century in which the

study of history came of age. Thus he lost his historical place too, but

1



In addition to the Bible, the twelfth-century Sentence (Sententiae) of Peter Lombard was the

theological standard text during the last stage of studying theology for more than three centuries (until the middle of the sixteenth century). See §1.4: ‘A senior theological student.’
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amicus Plato, sed magis amicus veritas. When we investigate and

interpret the writings of a thinker from the past and their influence,

we have to interpret his texts and their influence, not our own ideas.

If we are researching Duns Scotus’ philosophy, what matters is Duns

Scotus: his life, his writings and his thinking. Some points of view

deserve attention in order to do greater justice to medieval philosophy in general, and to Scotus’ philosophy in particular since some

modern dualisms are not helpful, if we wish to discover the coherence

of the whole of Duns Scotus’ philosophical and theological thought

and what constitutes his lasting contribution.

Four interpretative points of view

The first point of view concerns the dualistic relationship between

philosophy and theology. The modern dualism separating philosophy

from theology is not at all helpful for understanding medieval

thought, including that of Duns Scotus. This first point of view is dealt

with in §2 of this Introduction.

The birth of critical historical research in the second quarter of the

nineteenth century constituted a true ‘scientific revolution’ and this

historical revolution implies that we have to research a-historical

ways of thought historically. The scientifically academic discontinuity of the historical revolution – giving rise to a new way of thinking:

the historical way of thinking – confronts us with the task of interpreting texts from an a-historical auctoritates culture, including Duns

Scotus’ texts, in a historical manner (§3).

The third point of view concerns the modern method of separating

early modern philosophy (philosophy during the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries) from medieval thought (§4).

The last dualism we have to deal with rests on the fact that systematic and historical studies in philosophy have become quite different principal subjects. Medieval thought, including Duns Scotus’

thought, now belongs to the past. ‘Scotism’ became almost a purely

historical term. This state of affairs forces upon us a gap which separates contemporary developments in philosophy (and theology)

from the fruits of the past. When we put aside this kind of isolationism, we may realize that we are able to translate and extrapolate

legacies or parts of legacies from our almost forgotten past (§5). The

last section (§6) offers an overview of The Philosophy of John Duns

Scotus.
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PHILOSOPHY VERSUS THEOLOGY



In order to understand Duns Scotus’ philosophy and to uncover what

constitutes his lasting legacy, we have to overcome the dualism which

separates philosophy from theology. The modern metaphilosophical

dualism separating philosophy from theology is rooted in Renaissance

philosophy as far as it bases itself on a new type of duplex ordo ontology. This early modern dualism of nature and super nature cannot be

the key to understanding medieval simplex ordo thought, nor most

early modern orthodox thought either. This modern intuition does not

do justice to medieval thought, nor to Duns Scotus’ theology and

philosophy, because it takes leave of the Augustinian and Anselmian

ideal of fides quaerens intellectum. In Duns’ time, quite different

meanings of philosophia and theologia were in vogue – roughly stated,

philosophia indicated non-Christian thought and theologia Christian

thought, although there were basic philosophical faculties (facultates

artium) and very important theological faculties. By then, the thought

form of theology was philosophical, although it was also interwoven

with the interpretation of Scripture. However, in the course of the

nineteenth century, theology became a mainly historical discipline;

before, it was mainly theoretical and systematic.

Again and again, we have to realize that the most important philosophers of the Middle Ages were professional theologians: the original

philosophical work done by medieval theologians was much more

important than the philosophical work done by members of the facultas artium. Whenever fundamental progress was made in philosophicis, it was theological problems which initiated the new developments.2

Once the time of Lanfranc and Anselm had inaugurated the professionalization of theology, theology would take the lead for centuries.

At the same time, the professionalization of semantics and logic

greatly enhanced the development of systematic thought. In the tenth

and eleventh centuries, the study of medieval Latin grammar went

through a creative stage. In fact, twelfth-century linguistics saw the

development of mature grammatical and syntactical theories of Latin.

Theories of language (grammatica) and logic (dialectica) met each

other. The combination of logical and grammatical analyses led to

a dynamics of analytical thinking: scholastic thinking was simply critical and precise thinking developing in the schools.

2



Cf. De Rijk, ‘On Boethius’s notion of being,’ in Kretzmann (ed.), Meaning and Inference in

Medieval Philosophy, 1–29.
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Theology and (canon) law also opened their gates to these powerful

tools. Logical analysis of language flourished especially in theology,

starting as sacra pagina. The contextual approach of the functions of

words in Latin sentences was the cradle of terminist logic: the logic of

properties of terms and the uses of terms in propositions.3 Logical

analysis, constructive thought and theology were fused. Duns Scotus’

notion of logical possibility (logicum possibile) may seem the pinnacle

of abstract thinking, but this notion was developed within the concrete

theological contexts of the doctrine of God Triune and creation theology. Moreover, his notion of (synchronically) logical possibility is the

cradle of his pervasive idea of synchronic contingency (Lectura I 39,

49–53). Scotus is not an exception to the rule – he illustrates the rule

eloquently (chapters 4–5 and 6–7). We have to analyze and interpret

Duns Scotus’ world of thought as a whole, even if we select philosophical theories according to our modern understanding of philosophy – as is done in The Philosophy of John Duns Scotus where

philosophical materials are arranged according to the modern division

into principal philosophical subjects.

3



THE DUALITY OF A HISTORY OF WHAT IS A-HISTORICAL



In medieval thought, theology and philosophy were related to each

other in ways quite different from what they are now. However, the

relationship between medieval philosophy and theology on the one

hand, and history on the other, is still more complicated, because,

before the historical revolution, there was no historical reflection on

the past. Certainly there was the past and people from an a-historical

culture do know there was, but it is the past without critical historiography. The fact of the development of the historical way of thinking implies that we have to research an a-historical way of thinking

historically.

The main point of this cultural and philosophical discontinuity

makes us realize that we are unfamiliar with the old ways of handling

auctoritates – and we have to realize too that the medievals were not

familiar with our ways of studying sources and texts critically and

historically.4 The fact that surprises us is that the ‘curriculum’ texts

3

4



See De Rijk, Logica Modernorum II A 95–130. Cf. chapters 4–6, and also chapters 14–16.

We still see the crisis effected by this state of affairs operating in biblical studies. Are biblical

texts authoritative, or not? Did this or that truly happen, or not? As far as historical texts –

texts from the past – are looked upon as texts of contemporaries, their historical dimension

becomes invisible.
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and set texts were kinds of ‘biblical texts’, both in antiquity and

in the Middle Ages. These cultures were auctoritates cultures.

However, to the modern mind, auctoritates force authority, but in

an auctoritates culture they enjoy quite a different function – they

reveal truth.5 However, the crucial question is now: whose truth? If

Duns Scotus writes: Aristoteles dicit (Aristotle says so), who is this

Aristotle? In an a-historical culture, ‘Aristotle’ cannot be the historical Aristotle, because, for them, there was no historical Aristotle.

There was only an Aristotle from the past and Duns Scotus’ Aristotle

is mainly Scotus himself, and it is just this feature which has to be

understood historically.

The fact that the intellectuals from an a-historical culture do not

read and interpret historically does not mean that they are unable to

read in a critical way. They know when they and their neighbors

disagree. They read the different sentences and they discover that they

differ. In the early Middle Ages, the theologians assumed that the patrimonium fidei was unanimous, but when they constructed their sententiae, they found out that it was not. Thus they perfected their ways

of interpreting auctoritates texts with the help of the method of

exponere reverenter. In general, a culturally ‘sacred’ text revealed

truth and for the theologians their texts revealed profound truth.

This pattern drastically affected the role of textbooks – and, in

particular, the role of the corpus aristotelicum. It also affected the

history of Duns Scotus’ thought substantially. John Duns Scotus did

not belong to the Aristotelians of his time. On the contrary, he felt

sure that they were wrong and that he was able to prove it. We have

to interpret Duns Scotus’ texts from within, that is in terms of

Scotus’ own language and philosophical idiom, rooted as they are

in late thirteenth-century British thought. John Duns’ traditional

historical position is primarily Oxonian, although he also became

Parisian.

In Paris, Scotus met an array of forces quite different from what

was usual in Oxford, ranging from the Christian Aristotelians such as

Godfrey of Fontaines and John le Sage to the mystic theologies of the

Meister Eckhehart and Dietrich. Scotus’ habitat was the independent

dynamics of medieval thought, stamped by the historical development of its own new concepts and theories in a continuous process of

renewal based upon tradition. If we want to do justice to medieval

5



On authority, auctoritas and auctoritates, see PMA §§4.3–4.8. Cf. §14.8: An auctoritates

culture.
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thinkers, we have to return them to their own past and, in particular,

if we want to do justice to Scotus, we have to return him to his own

past. Then we may make an amazing discovery: a world of thought

full of promises for our present. Present topicality ensues from historical identity.6

4



LATER MEDIEVAL VERSUS EARLY MODERN CENTURIES



In order to discover what constitutes Western thought, including

medieval thought, we have to free ourselves from some assumptions.

We need to pay attention to the third dualism in order to separate

early modern philosophy from medieval thought.7 The development

of thought between 1200 and 1500 and 1500 and 1800 had much

more of a unity than the developments between the early modern centuries and the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The entire history

of the Western university makes this quite clear.

Scotus lost his status in the nineteenth century. Necessitarianism

replaced contingency thought. The victor became a loser and losers

become marginal. Duns Scotus’ line of thought – the line of thought

of Anselm and the Victorines, John of La Rochelle and Bonaventure,

John Pecham and Henry of Ghent, Duns Scotus, William of Ockham

and Gregory of Rimini – was relegated to a marginal bias for not satisfying the Aristotelian scientific canon. My point is not so much that

philosophical alternatives criticize this thought, but that the alternative nineteenth-century view made Duns Scotus’ historical place

rather invisible. Historiography is often not democratic. Granted,

philosophy is not democratic, neither is physics, since simply the best

6



7



See §5 of this Introduction. For this reason, The Philosophy of John Duns Scotus also tries

to show how Duns Scotus absorbed previous innovations and radicalized their main tendency

at the same time.

Honnefelder’s Scientia transcendens (1990) is a fine example of what results can be achieved

by ignoring the 1500 dividing line. Neither Reformational nor Counter-Reformational

thought can be understood cut off from their ‘medieval’ background. In a sense, the sixteenth

century is rather ‘medieval.’ To my mind, only in Scottish philosophy is the boundary between

pre- and post-Reformation thought regularly crossed. A fine example illustrating this strategy may be found in Thijssen and Braakhuis (eds), The Commentary Tradition on Aristotle’s

De generatione et corruptione. Ancient, Medieval and Early Modern. Cf. Thijssen, ‘The

Commentary Tradition on Aristotle’s De generatione et corruptione. An Introductory Survey,’

in Thijssen and Braakhuis (eds), The Commentary Tradition, 15: ‘Over time, the imported

Greek knowledge came to be totally absorbed and thoroughly transformed in its new Latin

context, even in such a way that the Western culture became its new natural home.’ See also

Lüthy, Leijenhorst and Thijssen (eds), The Dynamics of Aristotelian Natural Philosophy from

Antiquity to the Seventeenth Century (2002).
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have to win. However, historiography ought to be democratic. What’s

sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander.

It is easy to overlook the legacy of Duns Scotus’ thought in later

centuries, not only because of his relegation in the nineteenth century,

but also by the objective but incidental fact that Scotus was not a man

of textbooks. He may have revolutionized systematic thought, but he

did not revolutionize the arena of textbooks. No book of his became

a set text.

From the second quarter of the thirteenth century, the theological

textbook was Peter Lombard’s Sententiae, but from about 1300 in

many cases the conceptualization was broadly Scotist – and ‘broadly

Scotist means in particular Augustinian, in combination with a willbased doctrine of God, including true contingency and a central position for will, individuality and freedom. In the sixteenth century,

Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologiae replaced Lombard’s Sententiae,

but in many cases the conceptualization was increasingly Scotist.

Using Aquinas’ Summa Theologiae did not imply that the users were

Thomists, just as in the Middle Ages using Peter Lombard’s Sententiae

did not imply that they were ‘Lombardists’, and neither did the fact

that they were utilizing the corpus aristotelicum imply that they were

‘Aristotelians’. The early modern centuries were still centuries of

interpretation per auctoritatem. In this case, e mente auctoris does not

refer to the author commented on, but to the author commenting

on his auctoritates. So, Duns Scotus’ Aristotle is not the historical

Aristotle, but mainly Scotus himself, and the seventeenth-century

Utrecht Aquinas is Reformed. From the purely historical point of

view, we have to state that much Scotist thought was absorbed in the

early modern university.

When Scotus died suddenly in Cologne (Germany) in 1308, no

single book of his had been finished – with the exception of the early

logical writings, but even they were not published in Duns’ lifetime.

Scotus’ greatest works would still have taken years to finish. It is a

sheer miracle that they survived at all. John Duns Scotus’ life was an

unfinished agenda, his work was an unfinished agenda, and his works

were an unfinished agenda, but, nonetheless, his legacy was for the

future – outside the textbook tradition.

5



THE TOPICALITY OF PHILOSOPHICAL LEGACIES



The unity of Duns Scotus’ philosophy and theology unlocks the

coherence of a whole world of thought. We may see that this is so by
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integrating the philosophical and theological dimensions which were

expressed themselves in the two main faculties of the medieval university. The medieval university, a new type of academic institution,

gave rise to a new type of thought: philosophy in a new key and theology in a new key – philosophical theology in a new key. Duns

Scotus’ contributions have to be understood and analyzed within this

context of new concepts and theories in development. The history of

concepts and theories has to be set free from the history of terminology. A dominant stability of terms is wedded to an amazing dynamics of concepts and theories and the logic of an auctoritates culture

accounts for this paradoxical marriage.

Nevertheless, it is still a medieval world of thought we meet in

Duns Scotus’ oeuvre, expressed with the help of scholastic tools,

invented and elaborated on in Latin based semantics and logic.

However, this world of thought does not depend essentially on these

scholastic tools. We may pile up a list of famous names from modern

logic and philosophy who have established theories Duns Scotus’

philosophy is definitely in need of: Cantor – Frege, Russell and

Beth – Lewis, Kanger and Hintikka – Kripke and Plantinga –

Wittgenstein, Ryle and Austin. We can also compose a list of crucial

theories: the theory of sets and, in particular, the theory of infinite

sets (Cantor), the theory of logical connectives and the logic of quantifiers (Frege, Beth), the logic of relation and identity (Russell,

Whitehead). In general, modern standard logic is an excellent tool to

translate, to extrapolate and to defend Scotian theories in combination with the ‘linguistic turn’ (Wittgenstein, Ryle, Austin).

Moreover, modal logic (Lewis, Kanger, Hintikka) and the ontology

of possible worlds (Kripke, Plantinga) are crucial theories to discuss

adequately Duns Scotus’ ontology and philosophical and theological doctrines of God.

With the help of such contributions, we are able to translate and

to extrapolate, for example, Duns Scotus’ theories on negation, the

formal distinction, haeceity, common nature, his theories of many

kinds of relations and many kinds of distinctions. In general, many

theories of Scotus can be explained precisely in terms of modern

standard logic, but our present logic is also an excellent instrument to

translate many of his philosophical and theological theories which

are not semantical or logical themselves. When we overcome the

dualisms of philosophy and theology and of medieval and early

modern thought and when we follow the rules of investigating

a-historical thinking in a historical way, we may arrive at a succint
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picture of the contents and the impact, the meaning and the value of

Duns Scotus’ philosophy (Chapter 16). Seeing his thought in the light

it deserves elicits new questions concerning its theoretical means and

power and its historical effects and meaning.

6



OVERVIEW



By discovering the historical truth of Duns Scotus’ thought, we

discern that its historical place is embedded in an overall process of

Western theology and philosophy emancipating from ancient thought

patterns, both in the old-Semitic and in the ancient Greek mould. The

Christian faith could not be accounted for rationally in terms of the

concepts and theories of ancient philosophia. New wine required new

skins. Theological dilemmas gave rise to philosophical revolutions

eliciting philosophy in a new key. The Philosophy of John Duns

Scotus consists of three parts:

1. Part I – Life and works (Chapters 1–3);

2. Part II – The philosophy of John Duns Scotus (Chapters 4–13);

and

3. Part III – Background and foreground: ancient and modern philosophy (Chapters 14–16): historical and systematic background –

ancient philosophy (Chapter 14); and historical and systematic

foreground – modern philosophy (Chapters 15–16).

Part I – Life and works

Only a few facts are generally known.8 At first sight, his life seems to

be that of a shadowy academic to overcome which twentieth-century

Scotus research had to be researched again. This re-investigation

has uncovered forgotten contributions, especially from French

books and journals before World War II, and filled in many gaps.

Moreover, new questions provoke new answers. The result is a more

vivid description of John Duns’ life – in spite of the scarcity of the

sources (Chapters 1–2). The course of his life was not only dramatic

after he left Oxford, but the story of his works up to now is dramatic

too, and told in Chapter 3. The status of each of the spurious

and authentic works and their editions is argued for pointedly, by

integrating old results, often hidden in old, inaccessible and mainly

8



See CF 3–9. Cf. Wolter in Alluntis and Wolter, God and Creatures, XVIII–XXIV.
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forgotten Franciscan publications, and more recent discoveries and

arguments.

Part II – The philosophy of John Duns Scotus

Semantics, logic and tools of conceptual analysis

Chapter 4 deals with semantic and logical theories. Apart from

Scotus’ modal logic, to which much attention was paid, other parts

of his logic and semantics have been somewhat neglected. Discoveries

by others and new results are integrated into one picture. In two

respects, Duns’ semantic and logical theories are crucial to understanding his thought. In general, it is true of medieval thought that

semantics and logic yield the keys to understanding systematic philosophy and theology because medieval students started with grammatica and dialectica.9

However, in Duns’ case, this pattern is even more acute. His oeuvre

mainly consists of a unique set of writings on the corpus aristotelicum

and a unique set of books in statu nascendi on the Sententiae. The

semantic and logical contributions in his early logical writings can be

compared with the parallel theories of his great theological works.

There have been occasional observations that there seem to be

remarkable differences, but the differences constitute a systematic

pattern. The very young John Duns is not a ‘Scotist’, but more or less

a kind of a Christian ‘Aristotelian’, although he was also steeped in

British logic during the last quarter of the thirteenth century and in

the broad Augustinian tradition. Duns Scotus’ ideas on the ars obligatoria confirm this outlook (Chapter 5). He contributed distinctively

to this fascinating area of medieval logic and his ideas on the ars

obligatoria are also the key for his theory of argumentation. For Duns

Scotus, external inconsistency does not constitute demonstrative

proof. Demonstrative proof starts from the hypotheses of the opponent, just as with the ars obligatoria practices. He also develops special

conceptual tools to elaborate on his ideas (Chapter 6).

Ontology and epistemology

His ontology shows how indispensable his formal tools are in order

to be able to follow his long-winded argumentations (Chapter 7).

9



This approach was impressively inaugurated by the early text editions of De Rijk: Abelard’s

Dialectica (1956) and Garlandus Compotista’s Dialectica (1959), Logica Modernorum

I (1962) and Logica Modernorum II (1967). See PMA chapters 3–4.
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Most Scotist literature concerns the metaphysical aspects of Duns

Scotus’ philosophy. Nevertheless, long-standing divergences reign

here. In terms of a coherent reinterpretation based on his modal

logic and theory of synchronic contingency, his main ideas and

the main dilemmas they have caused are dealt with. Likewise,

the epistemological areas (Chapters 8–9) richly show Duns’ emancipation from ancient philosophy and its conceptual patterns. They

also gave warning of future developments. Ecclesiastes had already

said: There is a time for everything. Greek and Hellenistic thought

tells the same story of a closed and fixed reality in a philosophical

way. Scotus essentially completes a philosophical emancipation

from the thought patterns of necessitarianism – an emancipation

process which had gone on for centuries. If reality is structurally

contingent, the notion of knowledge has to be disconnected from

the notion of necessity. If there is no single web of absolute conceptual connections – no parallelism of thinking and being (De

Rijk) – then a whole new area of epistemological research opens up

(Chapter 8).

Science and physics

The philosophy of the ars obligatoria and the disconnection of knowledge from necessity led to quite a new approach to science, proof and

demonstration. Duns Scotus’ theories of proof, demonstration and

scientific knowledge (scientia) have to be sketched anew because traditional treatments underestimate their distance from Aristotelian

approaches to what constitutes scientia (Chapter 9). Because there is

an excellent monograph on Duns Scotus’ physics by Richard Cross,

I also deal with Scotus’ physics, taking into account the texts of

Lectura II 7–44 (Chapter 10).

Individuality, goodness and God

New interests in Duns Scotus’ ethics and philosophical doctrine of

God have arisen, but a clear insight into his ontology of individuality

and his anthropology of will and freedom (Chapter 11) – on the basis

of his theory of contingency – is indispensable. New light can be shed

on his theories of good (Chapter 12) and God (Chapter 13), because

many traditional expositions have a Thomist or an (extremely) nominalist flavor, neglecting the specific logical and ontological infrastructure of Scotian thinking.
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Part III – Background and foreground: ancient and modern

philosophy

Duns Scotus specifically shared in the two great worlds of the medieval

production of theoretical books: books on the corpus aristotelicum

(philosophical faculty) and books on the Sententiae (theological

faculty). The young John Duns wrestled strenuously with Aristotelian

thought (compare Chapter 14 with Chapters 4 and 15) and he radicalized in a unique way the emancipation from it. By the time of his

premature death, he had become a showpiece of the Augustinian

world of Christian learning. The course of historical reassessment

(Chapter 15) and systematic extrapolations (Chapter 16) point to a

rehabilitation of John Duns Scotus as Scotist studies begin to breathe

fresh air. Rediscovering the contents and the impact of Scotus’ philosophy also points to revising historically the picture Western history of

ideas has designed of itself.



Part I



Life and works



CHAPTER 1



Life I: Duns and Oxford



1.1



INTRODUCTION



Around the turn of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the world saw

the birth of the very first universities and the thirteenth century was

the very first university century in the history of learning. The

medieval university enjoyed continuous growth and flourished, as did

Europe itself. The thirteenth century has also been characterized as

the century of Aristotle. The philosophical faculties were invaded by

his works.

From the religious point of view, one is struck by the enormous

vitality in the activities of the Church which gave a new dynamics to

the development of faith and theology. The thirteenth century was

also the century of the evangelical revival of the mendicant orders. A

new évangelisme flowed over Europe and, in particular, over England

and Scotland. From the theological point of view, the thirteenth

century was the century of the orders of the poverty movement such

as the Austin Friars, the Carmelites, the Friars Preaches and the Friars

Minor. It was, above all, the first century of the new orders of the

Friars Preacher and the Friars Minor.1 England turned out to be

remarkably sensitive to the charm of the Franciscan branch of the

poverty movement. In the twelfth century the poverty movement had

fallen into relative desuetude, but it rose again in the thirteenth

century and its rebirth could in no way have been foreseen.

1.1.1



Poor for the sake of Christ



The spread of the evangelical movement had an enormous impact on

the development of theology. The new theology, professional as it was,

11



See Van den Eijnden, Poverty on the Way to God, chapter 1: ‘Evangelical Poverty in Aquinas’

Time.’ In English, members of orders which belong to the poverty movement are called friars.

A Friar Preacher is a member of the Dominican Order: Ordo Praedicatorum (OP), and a

Friar Minor is a member of the Franciscan Order: Ordo Fratrum Minorum (OFM).
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gave birth to a new philosophy during the second half of the thirteenth

century. The theological faculty of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries was a center of scholarly creativity more important for the

development of philosophy (in the modern sense of the word) than the

‘philosophical’ faculties (in the medieval sense of the facultas artium).

The best minds of Europe opted for theology, just as, in the first

decades of the twentieth century, the best minds opted for physics after

Einstein’s breathtaking discoveries.

Church and faith, mendicancy and theology were Duns’ cradle.

The young John followed Christ in the footsteps of il poverello.2 He

was born in the South of Scotland, named Duns, baptized John in the

autumn of 1265 or the winter of 1266 and – later – called Scotus

(§1.2). For many years, Duns studied theology and philosophy in

Oxford and was ordained a priest in 1291 (§1.3). He had already produced many logical writings at an early stage of his theological studies

(§1.4). He was selected to become a master of divinity at Oxford and

delivered a masterly course on systematic theology which would

change his life and interrupt his Oxonian and English career (§1.5).

His early Lectura I–II are the key to this revolutionary turn in John

Duns’ life (§1.6). He acted as a baccalaureus biblicus and a baccalaureus formatus at Oxford University (§1.7). Duns eventually left

the pearl of England for Paris and the epilogue to the chapter underlines the synthetic nature of his personal stance and development

(§1.8).

1.2



A SCOTTISH BOY



The Franciscan movement reached England in 1224, five years after

it had reached Paris, and within twenty years the Friars Minor had

settled at the two university towns, fifteen cathedral cities and twentyfive county towns. All over Europe, the Franciscans eventually numbered about forty thousand. Their quantitative success equalled their

intellectual achievements. Franciscan theologians creatively contributed to the renewal of Oxonian theology. During the generations

12



The first short and reliable overviews of Duns Scotus’ life are by Allan Wolter: ‘John Duns

Scotus. Life and Works,’ in Alluntis and Wolter, God and Creatures (1975), XVIII–XXVII, and

idem, ‘John Duns Scotus,’ The New Encyclopaedia Britannica. Micropaedia IV (151997) 278f.

( Macropaedia V (1976) 1083–1085). Cf. Frank and Wolter, Duns Scotus. Metaphysician,

1–16. There is also Stephen Dumont’s excellent introductory account: ‘John Duns Scotus

(c.1266–1308),’ REP III (1998) 153–170. Cf. CF (1994) 3–9, especially note 2 ( CV (1992)

11–18).
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between Richard Rufus and Duns Scotus the professionalization of

theology was perhaps less striking, but still very solid. The Franciscan

renewal was welcomed both by many families and by inspired individuals. It also touched the gentry family of Duns in the South of

Scotland,3 who supported the Franciscan movement on both the personal and the practical and financial levels.4

1.2.1



Iohannes/John



Between November 1265 and March 1266, a new scion was born to

the Duns family of Berwickshire: John. As in the case of Socrates and

Jesus, the suggestion that there never was a John (Duns Scotus) has

been totally refuted, although, in the wake of Renan, Allan Wolter

rightly pointed out that little biographical material concerning Duns

is still available.5 He was born in the second half of the 1260s and he

was baptized Iohannes.6

1.2.2



Duns b. 1265/1266



Proposing a reliable hypothesis concerning the year of Duns’ birth is

not an easy affair. The upshot of historical research after taking great

trouble in order to establish hard facts concludes that the date of

Duns’ ordination must be the precise point of departure for a reliable

hypothesis: 17 March 1291. In the thirteenth century, one had to be

twenty-five years of age in order to be ordained a priest. So John

Duns must have been twenty-five halfway through March 1291.

During mid-December 1290 his bishop had also ordained other

young theologians but Duns had not been one of them. While statistically we have to put the date of John’s birth between the middle of

13
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See Knowles, The Religious Orders in England I, part II: ‘The Friars 1216–1340,’ and

Leclercq et al., A History of Christian Spirituality II: The Spirituality of the Middle Ages,

283–314: ‘The Franciscan Spring.’

Cf. Angelus Cardinal Felici in the Decretum of Duns Scotus’ Beatification by the Congregatio

de Causis Sanctorum, Opera Omnia XIX, X: ‘Ortus est in Scotiae urbe Dunsio, ad annum

1265. Eius familia liberaliter beneficia conferebat in Sancti Francisci Asisinatis filios, qui

primos evangelizatores imitantes, iam ab institutionis exordio ad Scotiae fines perrexerant.’

Wolter, ‘Reflections on the Life and Works of Scotus,’ American Catholic Philosophical

Quarterly 67 (1993) 2–5. Cf. Ernest Renan, ‘Jean Duns Scot,’ Histoire littéraire de la France

25, Paris 1869, 404.

See the occurrence of his Christian name in the list of candidates to be ordained a priest in

1291: Longpré, ‘L’ordination sacerdotale du Bx. Jean Duns Scot. Document du 17 mars

1291,’ AFH 22 (1929) 61 (54–62). For the list of candidates for hearing confessions, see

Little, Franciscan Papers, Lists, and Documents, 235.
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December 1265 and 17 March 1266, we may prudently opt for the

winter of 1266, although we cannot exclude the autumn of 1265.

Historically, the only safe statement is that Duns was born ‘in

1265/1266’.7

John Duns was a member of the flourishing Franciscan province

of England which included Scotland at that time. The custodia of

North England and South Scotland belonged to the English Province.

He was a Duns and there were two branches of the Duns family:

the Dunses of Maxton-on-Tweed, in the Border Countrie, and the

Dunses in Berwickshire, twenty-five miles to the North.8 The village

of Duns, in the heart of Berwickshire, lies between two chains of

mountains: the Cheviot Hills in the south and the Lammermuir Hills

in the north. It was very much an agricultural area. Father Ninian

Duns was a commoner, a gentleman from the landed gentry in a

world which was a mixture of Scottish-Pictish and Anglo-Norman.

After some preparatory education at home or in a local school a

young friar attended the school of his friary. It was obligatory on all

friars – a word derived from the way Englishmen pronounced the

French frères – except the illiterate to devote part of their time to

reading and writing, as the General Chapter of Narbonne (1260)

again confirmed.

Each friary had to have its own school and its own lecturer:

partly to give the necessary groundwork to novices and young friars,

but also to deliver lectures to the whole community in order to help

them in their preaching. Then, in each custody, there was to be set up

a school for more advanced work, so that younger men who showed

promise might go ahead with their studies without having to go too

far afield.9



These students had to devote at least three or four years there to

scholastic training before going to the studium generale linked up with

a university. The students who were to go to the university attended

the studium generale on the authority of the Chapter Provincial and

the Minister Provincial.

According to Longpré, in 1278 John Duns attended a primary

school at Haddington in Berwickshire, presently East Lothian, like
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Maurice De Wulf felt quite unsure concerning the date of Duns’ birth, even in the fifth edition

of his Histoire de la philosophie médiévale II (1925). The Decretum of Duns’ Beatification

has 1265. Allan Wolter opts for the beginning of 1266: see McCord Adams (ed.), The

Philosophical Theology of Scotus, 1.

‘Dun’ is Celtic for hill or fort.

Moorman, The Grey Friars in Cambridge. 1225–1538, 19.
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Gifford situated east of Edinburgh.10 After some mediation from his

uncle Elias’s side, we meet young John in the Franciscan friary of

Dumfries. So the natural thing to expect is that John Duns would

have been sent to the principal school of the custody at Newcastle.

However, at that time the Scottish Houses were revolting against their

inclusion in the custody of Newcastle, and in 1278 the Scottish Houses

were allowed to elect a vicar-general to govern them, unanimously

electing Elias Duns, guardian of Dumfries. In the 1270s, Elias Duns

played an important role in the Franciscan movement of North

England and South Scotland.11 Probably, in his fifteenth year Duns

was a novice in the friary of Dumfries, the usual age being eighteen.

In addition to the Order’s studia generalia, there were the preparatory schools of the seven custodies into which the English Province

was then divided: London, York, Norwich, Newcastle, Stamford,

Coventry and Exeter. My guess would be that, because of the tensions

between the Scottish Houses and the custody of Newcastle, Duns went

to Oxford at an early age.

At any rate, Duns was born neither in 1245 nor in 1274. Both years

are legendary, 1245 being the year that Alexander of Hales died and

1274 that both Bonaventure (1217–74) and Thomas Aquinas

(1225–74) died. This view of older biographers throws legendary

light on the birth of John Duns: when the suns of a previous generation go down, a new star is born. The legend implies that the theological riches of a recent past can be salvaged in a new synthesis. The

theological life of Iohannes Duns Scotus is a moment in the scientific

tradition of the Church. The symbolism of the legend is clear.

1.2.3



Do(u)ns/Duns



In family and village life he was simply called John. However, meticulous research has uncovered a few more facts. In three old documents

10
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Longpré, ‘Nouveaux documents franciscains d’Écosse,’ AFH 22 (1929) 588.

See Béraud de Saint-Maurice, Jean Duns Scot. Un docteur des temps nouveaux, 76–78. Until

the middle of the 1960s, Little, ‘Chronological Notes on the Life of Duns Scotus,’ English

Historical Review 47 (1932) 568–582, dominated accounts of the chronology of Duns’ life.

Following the Brockie Forgeries he linked the Duns family with Maxton-on-Tweed. The historical value of Brockie’s story has been reduced to almost zero by Henry Docherty: ‘The

Brockie Forgeries,’ The Innes Review 16 (1965) 79–129, and idem, ‘The Brockie MSS. and

Duns Scotus,’ De doctrina Ioannis Duns Scoti I 329–360. Wolter mainly follows the view of

John Maior, History of Great-Britain (1521), in his Scotus. Philosophical Writings, XI f. See

also Wolter, ‘Reflections on the Life and Works of Scotus,’ American Catholic Philosophical

Quarterly 67 (1993) 6–7.
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Duns is mentioned, and these occurrences are the backbone of reconstructing his career in England. For the moment, let us focus on the

way his name was spelled:

Fr. Iohannes Dons12

Iohannem Douns13

Duns14

The first occurrence is from an official list of candidates, including

John Duns, ordained in March 1291. The other occurrences are both

connected with 1300: the second is from a list of candidates including Duns to be licensed in July 1300 to hear confessions and the third

reports that he was a bachelor under Bridlington in 1300.

We are struck by two features. Both lists name him ‘Iohannes

Do(u)ns’: they explicitly give his Christian name and his family name.

In an English context, he is called Iohannes (John) and Dons/Duns/

Douns. These variants are to be expected from the viewpoint of pronunciation. ‘Scotus’ is missing in the English lists.

1.2.4



Scotus



We have to separate the issue of name from the issue of origin and

make a decision on independent grounds. A name like ‘Duns’ might

be a family name or a place-name. The name itself is not sufficient

reason to infer that Duns be from Duns. It took some effort to establish his year of birth and his native soil. The great Irish scholar Luke

Wadding, the seventeenth-century editor of Duns Scotus’ Opera

Omnia, took a pride in telling us that Duns Scotus was an Irishman,

as several great Scotists, like Maurice O’Fihely and Wadding

himself, were.

In general, nineteenth-century literature was not only confused on

doctrinal but also on biographical issues, including the issue of Duns’

native soil. In 1917, Callebaut did away with this confusion. England,

Scotland and Ireland claimed to be the native soil of Duns. Callebaut’s

first point was that the candidature of England is eliminated by Duns’

famous surname Scotus which he already enjoyed during his lifetime. A person de Anglia was never called Scotus. The candidature of
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Longpré, ‘L’ordination sacerdotale du Bx. Jean Duns Scot,’ AFH 22 (1929) 61.

Little, Franciscan Papers, Lists, and Documents, 235. See §1.6.

Longpré, ‘Philippe de Bridlington, O.F.M. et le Bx. Duns Scot,’ AFH 22 (1929) 588.



Life I: Duns and Oxford



21



Ireland has to be cancelled because of the thirteenth- and fourteenthcentury meaning of ‘Scotus’ and the Ireland hypothesis itself is only a

seventeenth-century suggestion.15

Callebaut’s line of argumentation runs parallel to the approach

adopted by Ehrle, but his very early contribution was only published

much later by Pelster.16 The main idea is to derive the evidence for the

name of ‘Duns’ from original lists where Duns is named, and similar

lists of candidate priests, confessors, members of a faculty or a university, and the like, linked with a place-name. By 1920, with regard

to Duns, the harvest was still very small. However, Callebaut was

aware that the list of theologians siding with King Philip the Fair in

June 1303 at Paris shows systematically, as many other documents do

in a more individual way, that people were often named after their

place or country of origin. His main point was that ‘Scotus’ proves

that Duns is from Scotland, because Scotia is clearly distinguished

from Anglia and Hibernia.

Let us consider a number of documents concerning Duns’ short

life: his ordination to become a priest, his being presented to the

bishop as a candidate for hearing confessions and his appearance as

baccalaureus responsalis under Bridlington at Oxford on the one

hand, and his siding against Philip IV and his appointment to prepare

as doctor of divinity at Paris on the other. The list showing the names

of the Franciscans siding against Philip IV was discovered by

Longpré.17 The appointment to prepare as doctor of divinity is related

to the Parisian faculty of theology, while in a letter from Gonsalvo of

Spain, the new Minister General of the Franciscan Order in 1304, we

read: ‘patrem Ioannem Scotum’.18 We conclude from this that Duns

is said to be a priest called Ioannes, namely the John who originated

from Scotland: Scotus.

In this letter the family name ‘D(o)uns’ is missing; in the English

documents ‘Scotus’ is missing. Nevertheless, the identification is

certain. The copyist of Codex A of the Ordinatio also informs us

that he has made use of the ‘liber Scoti’. Much other early evidence

15
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Callebaut, ‘La patrie du B. Jean Duns Scot,’ AFH 10 (1917) 3–7. The first part of Callebaut’s

contribution creatively highlights the usage of naming academic foreigners at work abroad

after their place of origin or country of origin. André Callebaut established that Duns originated from Scotland.

Pelster, ‘Handschriftliches zu Skotus,’ FS 10 (1923) 1 f.

See Longpré, ‘Le B. Jean Duns Scot. Pour le Saint Siège,’ La France franciscaine 11 (1928)

150.

See Denifle and Chatelain, Chartularium Universitatis Parisiensis II 1, 117. This letter from

the autumn of 1304 contains a lovely characterization of Duns.
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names Duns likewise Scotus. Thus we have two very early continental occurrences:

fr. johannes scotus (1303)

patrem Ioannem Scotum (1304).

However, there is also the possible early medieval meaning of

‘Scot(t)us’ which we find in ‘Johannes Scottus Eriugena’. In those centuries, or at any rate before about 1000, ‘Scotus’ could refer both

to a Scot(sman) and to an Irishman, as ‘Eriugena’ itself explicitly

indicates: born in Ireland ( Eriu). However, in thirteenth- and

fourteenth-century Latin ‘Scotus’ only means Scottish. Here, the decisive contribution made by Callebaut lies in the proof that thirteenthand fourteenth-century usage did distinctively distinguish between

Y(m)bernia ( Ireland) and Scotia ( Scotland). Likewise, the list

(rotulus) from June 1303, discovered by Longpré, unambiguously

proves this usage: in the list of the dissenting brothers where Duns’

name occurs, Franciscans from England, Scotland and Ireland are distinctively mentioned:

fr. johannes scotus – fr. thomas anglicus – fr. ricardus yberniensis.

This list clearly distinguishes between friars from Scotland, England

and Ireland,19 a usage which is different from the early medieval. The

identification of the Duns family also points to Scotland and, likewise,

both the present inscription on Duns’ tomb in Cologne and the original epitaph tell us: Scotia me genuit  Scotland brought me forth.20

In fact, there was no medieval tradition at all that Duns originated

from Ireland, pace Wadding.21 In the fourteenth century, although the

English population in Paris dropped dramatically as an effect of the

wars between England and France, scores of Scotsmen studied at

Paris and many of them added their native place-name to Scotus. A

striking example of this phenomenon is Thomas de Dunz Scotus.22

19
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Longpré, ‘Le B. Jean Duns Scot,’ La France franciscaine 11 (1928) 150 f., where both a transcription and even a photocopy are found.

In 1917 Callebaut had already proved that Duns was called Scotus in his own time and that

by about 1300 ‘Scotus’ did not mean Irish any more. See Callebaut, ‘La patrie du B. Jean

Duns Scot,’ AFH 10 (1917) 7–9 and 10–16, respectively.

See Callebaut, ‘L’Écosse: Patrie du Bx Jean Duns Scot’, AFH 13 (1920) 79–84.

See Denifle and Chatelain, Auctuarium chartularii Universitatis Parisiensis I col. 13036. The

combination of the surname Scotus and the place-name Dunz is found here: de Dunz Scotus.

For de indicating originating from, see also Chapter 2, notes 46 and 56.
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Duns



‘Duns’ is a family name, linked with the little place of the same name

in the South of Scotland. If someone’s place of origin has to be

expressed in Latin ‘de’ is usually added to the place-name, but John

Duns is called Duns, not de Duns. While there are cases of fourteenthcentury people from Duns named ‘de Duns’, in the case of John Duns,

‘Duns’ has to be considered a family name. From the simple combination of the Christian name Iohannes and the family name Duns it

should not be assumed that Duns originated from Duns nor, therefore, that Duns was a Scotsman – this was just the point correctly

made by Ehrle and Pelster. However, from all the data available, it is

clear he was. The oldest documents certify that a Franciscan John

Duns from Scotland lived and studied at Oxford during the last

decades of the thirteenth century.

1.2.6



Subtilis



The title subtilis (subtle) occurs in several works of William of

Alnwick and is also found in the commentaries on the Sentences of

Peter Auriol, Robert Cowton and William of Ockham. The oldest evidence is found in Gonsalvo’s exceptionally appreciative letter (autumn

1304), which dates right from the beginning of the fourteenth century:

‘I am fully acquainted with his praiseworthy life, excelling knowledge

and most subtle ingenuity’ (see §2.4).

1.3



STUDENT OF DIVINITY AT OXFORD



There exists little direct documentation regarding Duns’ life. We

depend on documents, usually of a later date, regulating institutional

life. Thus we extrapolate from the general regulations what John Duns

as a member of these institutions had probably gone through, after we

have clarified which institutions John Duns (Scotus) must have

belonged to.23 At the end of the thirteenth century, studying theology

at Oxford was a massive undertaking. However, we know that

1300–1 was the last year of his theological studies at Oxford and at

23



See Roest’s excellent survey, A History of Franciscan Education, 1–117: ‘Studia students,

lectors, and programs.’ See also Courtenay, ‘The instructional programme of the mendicant

convents at Paris in the early fourteenth century,’ in Biller and Dobson (eds), The Medieval

Church: Universities, Heresy, and the Religious Life, 77–92.
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Oxford, secular students in theology spent an initial seven-year period

before advancing to a baccalaureate period of four years.

Students from the religious orders, instead of the favored treatment

they received at Paris, were required at Oxford to study two years

longer than their secular counterparts – probably to balance the two

years of required regency for those who had ‘reigned in arts’.24



After a program of twelve or thirteen years, Duns would have fulfilled

almost all the requirements for the doctorate in theology. So he must

have finished his philosophical studies about 1289, which usually

required eight years at Oxford, so that he would have become a theological freshman at the end of the 1280s. Bonaventure was over

twenty-five and Thomas Aquinas twenty when they had finished their

philosophical studies, Duns about twenty-two.

Custodial and provincial theological schools (studia particularia

theologiae) formed the top of the subprovincial educational system.

Contrary to the arts schools, which came into being when the average

age of new postulants dropped and the pursuit of university degrees

asked for a proper grounding in the profane sciences, these intermediate theology schools sometimes can be traced back to the late 1220s

and early 1230s.25



Such theological schools might become prestigious centers of learning.

With regard to England, the educational organization was due to the

second Minister Provincial, Albert of Pisa, the fourth Minister General,

who appointed lecturers at London, Canterbury, Hereford, Leicester,

Bristol, Cambridge and Oxford. The work was continued by William

of Nottingham. In John Duns’ days, the English Province already had

a higher academic school of theology in each of its seven custodies:

London, Norwich, Stamford, Exeter, Coventry, York and Newcastle.26

These custodial and provincial schools and the studia generalia,

spread over the whole of Europe, were the tip of an iceberg. The

astounding growth of the Franciscan Order in the middle of the thirteenth century resulted in a huge number of convents and convent

schools. There was excellence in abundance because this Franciscan

world was first class from the human and spiritual points of view.

Duns was involved in a most promising youth movement. Finishing

one’s theological studies was a most exciting affair. The mendicant

24
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Courtenay, ‘Programs of Study and Genres of Scholastic Theological Production in the

Fourteenth Century,’ in Hamesse (ed.), Manuels, programmes de cours, 332.

Roest, A History of Franciscan Education, 71.

See Roest, A History of Franciscan Education, 72 f.
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orders were very popular with a host of powerful young men. On top

of this, the mendicant orders abounded in bright students. The most

talented got a chance to study in the theological faculties at Paris and

Oxford, but it was Oxford that was extraordinarily popular with the

poverty movements and their students. The hinterland was huge. In

England there were already 34 lectors for the 43 Franciscan convents

in 1254. Soon after 1230 the German Province was split into the

provinces of Cologne (which still exists), Saxony and Strasbourg.

The situation in the Umbrian province sheds some additional light on

the distribution of convent schools. Aside from the more important

studia in Perugia, Assisi, Todi, Gubbio, Città del Castello, Spoleto

and Borgo Sansepolcro [. . .], the province seems to have had a range

of convent schools with only one lector each by the early fourteenth

century.27



For the year 1282, when Duns had started his philosophical studies

in his studium, 669 Franciscan convents can be traced in Italy and

there would have been more than 400 Italian convent schools

throughout the fourteenth century.

It is in the conventual school context that nearly all adult friars were

immersed in straightforward lectures on dogmatic and moral theology, where they would hear countless numbers of sermons, and

would receive additional training in forensic skills on a daily basis.

Together with the custodial schools, the convent schools provided by

far the most important context for the regulated permanent education of the friars, most of whom would never leave their province for

higher studies at a studium generale.28



In general, the best theological students of the custodial schools were

sent to the studia generalia theologiae of the Order to get qualified for

the lectorate, the teaching licence for theology within the Order. ‘The

“non degree” status of these schools derived not so much from their

inferior curriculum, but was due to the absence of a public chair of

theology attached to a university.’29 There might have been various

reasons for the absence of a chair of theology: there was no university

in the neighborhood, the neighboring university did not have a theological faculty, or the Franciscan school in question was not willing to

align itself with such a local institution. In addition to the degree

studia of Paris, Oxford and Cambridge, at the end of the thirteenth

27
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Roest, A History of Franciscan Education, 85.

Ibid., 86 f. (84–86: on Italy).

Ibid., 30 (28–38 on studia generalia, and 97–107 on the degree program).
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century, the Franciscan Order had more than ten such non-degree

studia generalia, for example Bologna, Pisa, Venice, Milan, Lisbon,

Toulouse, Magdeburg and, soon, Cologne. Already by the second half

of the thirteenth century there was a papal privilege of the mendicant

orders that friars who had finished the lectorate courses at such a nondegree studium generale received the licentia docendi in all non-degree

schools.30

The continuous process of assessment and selection implies that it

does not make sense to say of the postgraduate student John Duns

that, at the end of the 1290s, he started to study theology at the university. At the end of the 1280s, he started to study theology at the

studium generale and remained in that position until the end of his

stay at Oxford. Through the first half of the 1290s he also became a

degree student at the university and by 1297 his baccalaureate candidacy was quite clear. Courtenay’s thesis that the common practice was

to send a friar for the lectorate course where he would eventually seek

his mastership may be true of the candidates who eventually earned

a doctorate but, in general, it is not correct. It cannot be true, because

in most studia generalia where a student could qualify for the lectorate, there was no opportunity to pursue a doctoral degree. Because

most professorial candidates in Oxford and Cambridge came from

the British Isles, the lectorate-mastership rule would only be applicable to Paris. However, in Duns’ case, there is no reason to assume this,

because the Parisian Franciscan bachelors were appointed by the

Minister General. Everything was a matter of strategy and policy, not

a question of individual students pursuing studies with a view to promoting their personal careers. Although in the end Scotus became a

Parisian master, originally there was definitely no plan to send him to

Paris. A Parisian studens de debito only returned after a few years to

his mother province if it were clear that the baccalaureate degree

would not be granted. John Duns’ appearance as sententiarius in Paris

in 1302 can only mean that he was not a studens de debito.31

The important orders of the poverty movement had stipulated that

their students of theology would be exempted from the regular

program of philosophy in the facultas artium and had gained this

dispensation from the preparatory general and philosophical studies

30
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See Pou y Marti (ed.), Bullarium Franciscanum II 208b note 317. At the end of the fifteenth

century, there were more than a hundred Franciscan studia generalia – see Roest, A History

of Franciscan Education, 32–36.

On studentes de debito, see Roest, A History of Franciscan Education, 15, and on studentes

de gratia, see Roest, A History of Franciscan Education, 16.
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at the university. The two ‘student orders’ had in the meantime built

up their own academic system. The philosophical courses were partly

attended in the studium of the involved province of the order the

student belonged to. For Duns, this center of higher learning was the

Franciscan studium at Oxford.

There were to be the schools in the Universities to which the most apt

pupils could be sent in order that they might graduate in theology and

themselves become lecturers in the other convents. It was thought

desirable that each community should have always one friar as a lecturer, and one in training to take his place when the time came.32



Duns was educated at the Franciscan studium at Oxford in every

sense of this precious word educated, staying there for about twenty

years. So he was every inch an Oxford man whose daily life revolved

around the liturgy and the routine, the spirituality and the sphere of

debate in a life of study and prayer in a Franciscan friary. His was also

a world of semantics and logic, analytical methods and philosophy.

1.3.1



The Oxonian Studium



The Franciscans reached Oxford as early as 1224 and settled south of

Carfax in St Ebbe’s parish. In the year of the great Paris dispersion

(1229–30), they moved into a larger house and it was probably

Agnello da Pisa who started to build a school. The lands of the

Minors lay behind St Ebbe’s Church, in a triangular area enclosed by

Pennyfarthing Street and running from St Aldate’s to the Castle, the

Baley and the old wall. Eventually they bridged the city wall, covering an area of more than 30,000 m2. Even more noteworthy is the size

of their buildings. The large church was built in seven stages between

1245 and 1480.33 ‘The prestige of the Oxford studium stimulated the

growth of the Oxford convent from 63 students and other friars in

1277 to 84 in 1317 and 103 in 1377. The majority of the students

would have been enrolled in the non-degree theology program.’34
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Moorman, The Grey Friars in Cambridge. 1225–1538, 19 f. (19–38: ‘The Friars and the

University: 1225–1306’).

See the fine maps of Oxford in 1279 and 1313, respectively, in Catto (ed.), The History of

the University of Oxford I, XXXIV f. and XXXVI f. The Franciscan area must have been

located between New Road and Castle Street and the River Thames.

Roest, A History of Franciscan Education, 23 (21–24). The Oxonian figures for 1317 were:

Dominicans 90, Franciscans 84, Carmelites 45, Austin Friars 43; and for 1377: Dominicans

70, Franciscans 103, Carmelites 57, Austin Friars 49. See Little, ‘The Franciscan School at

Oxford,’ Franciscan Papers, Lists, and Documents, 65.
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Duns joined the community of this studium but in Paris he would live

in an even larger house.

By 1229 the English province already counted a number of distinguished magistri, probably including Grosseteste’s friend Adam

Marsh, and a number of young Oxford scholars. At that time,

Grosseteste had already become lecturer to the Friars Minor and the

initiative must have lain with the chancellor himself. The Oxford

Friars were engaged in learning almost from the beginning of their

Oxford days.35 They brought a radical type of spirituality to it,

resolved to preserve the purity of their Rule. ‘Spiritual simplicity,

[. . .] a spirit of prayer, of frankness, of poverty and of fidelity to the

Rule did not go so early, and, for some fifty years at least there were

among the Friars Minor in England many examples of unusual

fervour and sanctity.’36

In general, the Franciscan order made enormous efforts to build a

network of high quality educational centers from the middle of the

thirteenth century.

The Franciscan studia generalia, where the intellectual elite was

trained, quickly evolved into prestigious centres of learning. The level

of theological and philosophical education in the study houses of

Paris, Oxford, and Cambridge was very high, as is reflected in the

Franciscan academic output of quodlibetal questions and commentaries on the Bible and the Sentences, as well as in the influence of

Franciscan theologians and their theological and philosophical positions on the major academic debates.37



1.3.2



The study of theology



At the time, studying theology in England was quite an extraordinary

matter, especially for the Franciscans, as there were plenty of schools

of higher learning and plenty of students. This needs to be emphasized

in the case of John Duns. In general, the choice of which students were

to be trained at the universities was in the hands of the Provincial

Chapters, such students being known as studentes de debito. As far

as the English Province was concerned, there was much to decide on

35
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See Vos, ‘Ab uno disce omnes,’ Bijdragen 60 (1999) 176–181.

Knowles, The Religious Orders in England I 137 (114–145), cf. 171–193 and 205–232: ‘The

Friars Minor.’ See Leclercq et al., The Spirituality of the Middle Ages, 283–314, and the

excellent studies by Edith van den Goorbergh and Theo Zweerman, Light shining through

a veil, and Yours Respectfully. Signed and Sealed: Saint Francis.

Roest, A History of Franciscan Education, 327.



Life I: Duns and Oxford



29



for the Chapter Provincial. The convents proposed candidates and the

Chapter and the Minister Provincial made the appointments. We have

seen that Duns was sent from Scotland at the beginning of the 1280s,

his uncle Elias Duns being the Vicar General for the Scottish houses.

For the English there was a wide choice. They could send their students either to Oxford or to Cambridge,38 but at Paris two out of

every three candidates to graduate there had also to be ‘foreigners,’

friars not originating from the French Province. This shared responsibility created a rich pool of gifted students.

The next stage is the decision to appoint the bachelors and, in particular, the baccalaureus formatus/responsalis, the next bachelor to

graduate and go on as regent master. Consider, for example, the year

1297–98, when Duns was preparing his course on the Sentences: at

the same time, there was a sententiarius lecturing on the Sentences in

addition to a biblicus and a formatus. The master worked, as it were,

together with four assistant professors. In all this the English Minister

Provincial had a formidable say.

John Duns studied at one of the best studia generalia of that time,

connected with one of the only three theological faculties of Europe’s

universities, in order to get the degree of doctor of divinity. This

degree was a very special one. Indeed, Duns may have met John

Pecham, the keen archbishop of Canterbury (1279–92). There was a

long-standing tradition of teaching of kindred spirits, and Oxford

was in wholehearted agreement with the course Bonaventure and

Henry of Ghent, Robert Kilwardby and John Pecham had struck out

on in the 1270s. The Parisian Articles of 1270 and 1277 and the

Oxonian Articles of 1277 and 1284 are evidence of this commitment.

Under the leadership of the Dominican Robert Kilwardby OP, at that

time the dominant ecclesiastical statesman, the theological doctores

followed Paris on 18 March 1277. They rejected logical, semantic and

ontological propositions, including the metaphysics of the unity of

the form advocated by Thomas Aquinas.39

For the whole of the thirteenth century, studying theology at a university was a remarkable occupation, but majoring in theology at
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See §2.4.2. The studia at Oxford and Cambridge had substantial numbers of foreign students, although at Cambridge a disproportionate number came from the custody of

Norwich/Cambridge. See Little, ‘Friars and Theology at Cambridge,’ Franciscan Papers,

Lists, and Documents, 139, and Moorman, The Grey Friars in Cambridge, 6, 13 and 21 f.
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Oxford at the fin de siècle was even more so. If we look at the map of

Europe, we see that in this ‘century of the university’ there were only

a few universities. There were still no universities in Germany and

Switzerland, the Netherlands or Scotland. The jewel in the crown of

the thirteenth-century university was the faculty of theology, if there

were such a faculty in the university at all. The special nature of the

doctoral degree can be pointed out on many levels. Simply finishing

a theological study was a spectacular achievement. A doctorate (mastership) of divinity could only be obtained from the ‘big three’: –

Paris, Oxford and Cambridge – for it was only at these universities of

the thirteenth century that theological faculties could be found.

Indeed, Bologna, probably the world’s oldest university city, only

received a theological faculty in 1365.

Quantitatively, the University of Paris was the alma mater of

thirteenth-century Europe. Qualitatively, its theological faculty in

fact constituted the intellectual capital of Europe: at the beginning

of the 1270s there were about twenty-five professors of theology

affiliated with about a hundred brilliant bachelors, all being over

the age of thirty. While two of the three theological faculties were

English, Oxford and Cambridge were much smaller than Paris, but

during the course of the 1280s and 1290s, the Oxford masters were

making contributions to theology on a par with their Parisian colleagues, and these faculties cherished exceptionally high standards.40

1.4



A SENIOR THEOLOGICAL STUDENT



The cumulative combination of philosophy and theology implied that

it was necessary to be a ‘professor of philosophy’ to become a ‘student

of theology.’ The highest quality in philosophy was a necessary condition for studying theology. Moreover, many a student found a job

as master of arts (magister artium). Likewise, many theological students found appropriate positions in the course of their endless theological journey which, at Oxford, would take thirteen years to arrive

at the doctorate when Duns was a graduate there.

A Franciscan student of theology was not only active in Church

and faculty. An advanced student of theology usually trained

younger students in doing logic and philosophy and he often taught

in his own studium. He may have lectured in logic and philosophy

40
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for the benefit of the undergraduates and supervised exercises in

debate and disputation. Although, in contrast with Bonaventure,

Thomas Aquinas and Henry of Ghent, Duns was no magister

artium – even in 1930 it was still believed that Duns produced his

logical works in his capacity as magister artium – we cannot discern

a difference, for all this was very much to the taste of the majoring

student of divinity which Duns was. Faith and knowledge, theology

and philosophical logic go hand in hand. From the second half of

his twenties onwards John Duns was extremely productive, but the

traditional hypothesis that Duns died at an age – the age of thirtyfour – when one in general is only beginning to write is simply

unfounded. Nevertheless, his productivity remains as mysterious as

his genius. However, the theological world of the thirteenth century

abounded in such mysteries.

1.4.1



Becoming a priest



It was in 1288 that Duns probably started his theological studies, and

during the period around 1290 he experienced another high point of

his life. He belonged to a university and a famous city, but was also

linked with national and international life through his order and the

Church. He loved it all very much. In the priesthood many aspects of

this life were combined. Medieval church and society were protective

of young lives. One had to be twenty-five in order to become a priest

and about thirty-five to become a don of divinity. And so, on 17 March

1291, Duns was ordained a priest by Oliver Sutton, Bishop of Lincoln,

in Northampton’s St Andrew’s Church, in the company of some

colleagues, at the age of twenty-five.41 Thus during Lent 1291 a boy’s

dream came true.

Franciscan spirituality turned around Christ, the eucharist and the

priesthood. However, his ordination did not take place at Oxford as

in the Middle Ages, there was no cathedral in the city.42 It was not

until 1542, during the reign of Henry VIII (1509–47), that Oxford

became an independent diocese. The medieval Oxford was part of the

very large diocese of Lincoln and consequently the University of

Oxford did not originate from a cathedral school as did Paris

University from the Cathedral School of the Notre Dame.
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1.4.2



The early logical writings



A senior student of theology could teach logic and philosophy,

because he had himself already studied the arts and philosophy before

beginning with theology. Although the theological students of the

mendicant orders were granted dispensation from doing philosophy

in the faculty of arts, they had to study philosophy thoroughly within

their own studium. So, for Duns, the 1280s were also much occupied

with studying the arts and philosophy.

When Duns had become a senior student of theology in the mid1290s, he invested enormously in logic. The traditional approach to

the philosophical works of a medieval theologian suggests that the

works date from an early stage of his career and are considered to be

the key to understanding the theological writings. This view does not

hold generally, but dating Duns’ logical works in this way must do so.

Admiring Paris would soon call him the subtle teacher, but, as a

student, he was already subtle, and working hard. During the first half

of the 1290s he produced a long series of logical writings per modum

quaestionis, not avoiding profound methodological and philosophical

problems. His logical Quaestiones, occasioned by the logical writings

of Aristotle and Porphyry, contain thorough and detailed logical investigations which offer a fascinating view of the frontline in contemporary logic and conceptual analysis.43 Although many logical and

philosophical works in the old editions turned out not to be authentic, the following logical writings survived modern textual criticism:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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Quaestiones super librum Porphyrii Isagoge;

Quaestiones super Praedicamenta Aristotelis;

Quaestiones super libros Perihermenias;

Quaestiones super librum Perihermenias. Opus alterum;

Quaestiones super librum Elenchorum Aristotelis.44



On the phenomenon of logical quaestio-‘commentaries,’ a rather recent introduction in

about 1290, see Andrews, ‘Andrew of Cornwall and the Reception of Modism in

England,’ in Ebbesen and Friedman (eds), Medieval Analyses in Language and Cognition,

107–113.

See Opera Omnia I 153*–154* and §§3.6.2–3.6.6. Cf. §4.2 in particular, and Chapter 4 in

general. Gedeon Gál thought that Duns wrote his logical works in Paris, around 1295–97.

Both hypotheses I deem improbable. The alternative hypothesis that he wrote them in

England between 1281 and 1287 is improbable too, because this hypothesis implies that

Duns was about twenty years of age when he composed them. Cf. Andrews, ‘Andrew of

Cornwall,’ in Ebbesen and Friedman (eds), Medieval Analyses, 105 note 1.
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The general background of these logical works was primarily British.

The young Duns was familiar with, among others, William of

Sherwood, Kilwardby, Simon of Faversham and Andrew of Cornwall.

‘Scotus was not a modist,’45 and not a ‘Scotist’ either, because these

writings, together with Duns’ Quaestiones super libros Metaphysicorum Aristotelis, deliver a systematic riddle. The logic and semantics, epistemology and ontology of a medieval theologian are often the

hermeneutical key to understanding his theological works, but where

is this philosophy to be found? The philosophy of Robert Kilwardby

offers much help for understanding his dogmatics and the same can be

said of Henry of Ghent’s Syncategoreumata, but this assumption does

not work in the case of Duns’ logical writings. Many problems, strategies and ideas may be recognized, but they are not close to the systematic fabric of Lectura I–II. The logical theories of Lectura I–II,

which turn around his personal notion of synchronic contingency and

play a decisive part in the Lectura reconstruction of theology, are

missing in the early logical writings (see §1.6). The last three questions

of Duns’ early booklet Quaestiones super librum Perihermenias. Opus

alterum discuss the possible truth value of several propositions.46 In

Quaestio 8.8 he deals with the thesis that

This will be the case and

It is possible that this will not be the case

are incompatible.47 Two propositions are at stake:

It will be the case tomorrow

and

It is possible that it is not the case tomorrow.

45
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Andrews, ‘Andrew of Cornwall,’ in Ebbesen and Friedman (eds), Medieval Analyses, 114.

According to Robert Andrews’s hypothetical scenario, modistic ideas were first transmitted to

England by Simon of Faversham, where they ‘were criticized by Andrew of Cornwall, who then

helped to shape Scotus’ attitude towards modism’ (ibid.). Pinborg looked on Scotus, the logician, as a modist: Pinborg, ‘Speculative grammar,’ CHLMP 262. See also Irène Rosier-Catach,

‘Modisme, pré-modisme, proto-modisme: vers une définition modulaire,’ in Medieval Analyses,

45–81, and Marmo, ‘The Semantics of the Modistae,’ in Medieval Analyses, 83–104.

Wadding, Opera Omnia Iohannis Duns Scoti I 211–223 ( Vivès I 581–601).

Quaestiones super librum Perihermenias 8.8: ‘Ad aliud dico, quod non stant simul quod

haec nunc sit determinative vera hoc erit et hoc potest non fore.’ For the term ‘synchronic

contingency’, see §§1.5–1.6.
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The incompatibility of both propositions is argued for by Duns on the

basis of excluding synchronic contingency for the present:

Just as

You are white now



and

It is possible that you are not white now



are not compatible now, in the same way

It is true now that you will be white tomorrow



and

It is true now that it is possible tomorrow that you are not white



are not compatible. (ibid.)

Diachronic possibilities are acknowledged by Duns, but synchronic

alternatives are straightforwardly denied for the present and the

denial of synchronic alternatives for the future is based upon this

impossibility for the present.

The Quaestiones super librum Elenchorum Aristotelis present the

same world of thought.48 The same view is presupposed in the theory

which is rejected in Quaestio 8.7–8. In fact, this theory utilizes intuitively ideas of synchronic contingency for the present and for the

future, but they are rejected by Duns. Finally, the research note in

Quaestio 8.11–14 explicitly tells us about an alternative theory

solving the problems Duns dealt with in the last three questions of his

booklet, by assuming that a proposition about the future is determinately true. This theory links the idea of a definite truth value of a

proposition about the future with contingency. Duns notes himself

that in terms of this alternative theory the objections to be considered

can be handled in an alternative way, but in the last section of

Quaestio 8.14 it turns out to be that Duns is still not convinced.

However, in the near future he will embrace these ideas under the

pressure of his theological dilemmas. It is the same story again.

Theological dilemmas give birth to a new and alternative way of

thinking, but the moral of Duns’ personal intellectual biography is

even more striking than the old story itself.

48



Wadding, Opera Omnia Iohannis Duns Scoti I ( Vivès II 1–80). Ebbesen suggests the
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On account of their contents, we conclude that the logical quaestiones originate from the years prior to the Lectura. Brampton has suggested that ‘during this year 1301–2 Scotus probably lectured on the

Porphyry, the Predicaments, the Perihermenias and the Elenchi, just as

Ockham did in similar circumstances.’49 This is unlikely.50 According

to this suggestion, Duns would have espoused quite different theories

from the Lectura and the Ordinatio in between these works (see §1.8

and §2.2.1). The fact that Antonius Andreas witnessed Duns lecturing

super cathedram magistralem on the Isagogè of Porphyry and the

Categoriae of Aristotle as a master does not prove that Duns’ logical

writings on the works of the logica vetus date from the Parisian year

of Duns’ regency.51 Duns’ logical quaestiones form a marvellous starting point for investigating his development. If the view of medieval

thought as an ongoing emancipation from ancient philosophy has

some point, Duns himself symbolizes this development in excelsis. He

wrestled so much with Aristotle that he missed Paris initially.

Eventually, he overcame the basic dilemmas (see §1.8).

1.4.3



In sum



Becoming a baccalaureus sententiarius in the favorite Franciscan

studium was as such a marvellous achievement. As a teaching

‘apprentice’ in about 1295 and the bachelor designatus of theology

which he became in 1297, John Duns was a remarkable figure.

While there were many excellent academic centers, there were only

a few universities, particularly during the first century in the history

of the university, and there were even less theological faculties than

universities.

So becoming a master of theology was a true achievement and, in

the medieval university, employment was guaranteed for such qualified doctors. Those who had fulfilled all the requirements for such a

doctorate went on as magister. There was academic excellence in

abundance. In addition to these assets, this Franciscan world was also

first class from the human and spiritual points of view. Duns was

involved in a most promising youth movement.

49

50



51



Brampton, ‘Duns Scotus at Oxford, 1288–1301,’ Franciscan Studies 24 (1964) 17.

Ockham’s and Duns’ circumstances were different. The Parisian requirements, conducting

the Collationes Parisienses, and the revision of Ordinatio I are not taken into account, apart

from the invincible obstacle of varying doctrines.

See Opera Omnia I 151*. Compare Wolter, God and Creatures, XXIII, where he seems to

place the philosophical works in the Parisian years. See also Chapters 14 and 16.
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Finishing one’s theological studies was an exciting affair. The competition – of which there is no longer any visible trace – must have

been enormous, because a professor of theology was the tutor of only

one baccalaureus in every baccalaureate year – there was only one

baccalaureus formatus a year per chair. The last four years of Duns’

Oxonian theological studies were related to his baccalaureate. In the

University of Oxford a mendicant order enjoyed only one chair. This

is the intellectual profile of Duns and his circle at the end of his twenties and at the beginning of his thirties in the mid-1290s.

However, there is more to the world than university life and scholarship. In the middle of the thirteenth century, the reign of the incompetent King Henry III (1234–58) led to a characteristic reconstruction

of the English monarchy. Since 1254 the ‘parliaments’ played a role

on their own. During the reign of King Edward I (1272–1307), the

‘English Justinian,’ the national consciousness was growing and successful reforms enhanced efficient goverment. Noble feudalism was

transformed and embedded into a monarchial style. England started

to become ‘Great Britain’: rule over Wales was effectuated and

Edward I tried to establish his personal ‘suzerainty’ (sovereignty) over

Scotland.52 When Duns Scotus taught at Paris, the English king was

forced to keep peace with France, but in the 1290s a century of peaceful relations between England and Scotland came to an end and those

between England and France were still very tense. King and church

were still at war because of the vehement conflicts between the king

and the great archbishops of Canterbury: John Pecham OFM

(1279–92) and Robert Winckelsey (1293–1313).

1.5



BACHELOR OF DIVINITY



A bachelor was a kind of assistant professor and his teaching was a

substantial part of the theological curriculum. We incidentally know

that Duns became baccalaureus formatus in 1300.53 We have to

remind ourselves that the degree student was a very exceptional figure,

especially degree students of secular masters, but degree students of

Franciscan masters as well, in comparison with the huge numbers

of theological students in the numerous schools. The sententiarii

52



53



See Treharne, ‘Edward I of England,’ Encyclopaedia Britannica. Macropaedia (1976), VI

434–436, and Powicke, The Thirteenth Century, on the wars between England and France.

In 1294 Edward I forbade all shipping traffic between England and France.

Cf. PMA 99. See Longpré, ‘Philippe de Bridlington et le Bx. Duns Scot,’ AFH 22 (1929)

587–588, and Little and Pelster, Oxford Theology and Theologians, 310 and 345.
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‘initiated this course with a solemn introductory sermon (the so-called

principium or introitus, which could also comprise an additional disputation), and an act of commitment to orthodoxy.’54

The last stage of Oxonian theological studies may be sketched as

follows: a student who was selected to become a bachelor of divinity

started his first year of the last four by preparing the advanced course

he had to deliver after one year of preparation as baccalaureus sententiarius. The next task the bachelor had to cope with was lecturing

on the Bible in his capacity of baccalaureus biblicus in the penultimate

year of his baccalaureate. During the last year he acted as baccalaureus formatus, supervising disputation exercises and assisting his own

professor of theology in ordinary disputations, while he also had to

participate in disputations and ceremonies of colleagues of his professor. According to this scheme we get the following picture:

1297–1298: preparing the course on the Sententiae;

1298–1299: baccalaureus sententiarius delivering his sentential

course;

1299–1300: baccalaureus biblicus;

1300–1301: baccalaureus formatus.55

In Oxford the baccalaureate took three years and the baccalaureus

first acted as baccalaureus sententiarius. The two first years of the last

four years were occupied with the Sententiae. A Sentences collection

presents systematically patristic texts in order to probe more deeply

into the mysteries of faith. Thus Sentences are an arrangement of

patristic views (sententiae Patrum) touching on all major Christian

teaching. In systematic theology, the Sententiae of Peter Lombard

(c.1100–60) had become the main text. The theological perspective

of this dogmatic handbook lies in its Augustinian character. From the

didactic point of view it was superior to alternative books which may

have sprung from more creative minds, for example Robert of

Melun’s. At Paris Alexander of Hales started to use the Sententiae as

his standard text for systematic theology in the beginning of the

1220s and by halfway through the thirteenth century this innovation

had become a tradition in the Parisian faculty. The assistant professors had to show that they were able to handle the explicit, and

implicit, problems of this handbook in an independent way.

54

55



Roest, A History of Franciscan Education, 98 (98–99).

The pattern of Oxford’s study of theology was efficiently researched by Brampton: ‘Duns

Scotus at Oxford, 1288–1301,’ Franciscan Studies 24 (1964) 5–20, who is also followed by

Wolter, in Alluntis and Wolter, God and creatures, 19–21.
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