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becomes a fascinating story read through auctoritates lenses, for this
story tells us how the corpus aristotelicum was adopted into the
family of mostly Christian auctoritates, even in circles which were
most critical of the ‘historical’ Aristotle, as the Franciscans were.

In general, the expositions in Bonnie Kent’s chapters culminate in
presenting Duns Scotus’ views as the last summit in a chain of moun-
tains.61 Duns Scotus was spellbound by Aristotle as an individual
writer. If we did not know explicitly how he assessed the real truth-
value of Aristotle’s philosophy, then we would not have the slightest
idea of his personal stance by going over endless pages of exponere
reverenter Aristotelem. We meet a combination of phenomena per-
fectly unimaginable for the modern mind: immense admiration for an
individual from a dim past and his oeuvre, a strong conviction that
the involved philosophy is wrong, just as, in general, the philosophi
were basically wrong (see §§14.4–14.5), and a reading method which
bewitches Aristotle’s texts into texts of eternal truth.

We can only see the logic of such phenomena against the common
background of the ahistorical way of thinking, the auctorita(te)s
character of medieval – and ancient – culture, in combination with the
method of exponere reverenter, especially practised by theologians and
jurists. On the one hand, the exponere reverenter is a common ingre-
dient of understanding texts in an auctoritates culture, but the theolo-
gians transformed this method by also applying it to texts which were
literally incompatible with the original canon. The common flexibility
was even more drastically transformed into an immense flexibility
when they applied this method to texts which were simply at variance
with the original tradition of the corpus auctoritatum. The crucial dif-
ference in comparison with modern interpretations is that Duns Scotus
and his followers simply knew what they were doing, although they
themselves did not in any historical sense. The whole of this transfor-
mation was even successful where the condemnations and decisions of
1231 failed: to amend and to purify Aristotle. It deluded numerous
interpreters into believing that these thinkers were Aristotelians. They
definitely were not; they were themselves.

The paradoxical upshot of an intellectual auctoritates culture is
the virtual absence of academic authority and authorities, although
a book may enjoy an enormous existential authority for some
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individual, as the Bible did for many theologians, and a certain oeuvre
may be very special, as Augustine’s and Anselm’s works were for Duns
Scotus. Of course, there were authorities in a different sense: parents
and priests, bishops and princes. However, generally speaking, the
place of the modern phenomenon of ideological authority is taken by
the auctoritates and these auctoritates are texts. If we call these texts
authoritative texts, we have to remind ourselves that the authoritative
character of these texts is founded on truth, i.e. truth as it is perceived
by the author who reads them within the context of his personal
world. The harmony of these sources is a harmony which is presup-
posed to be there, but it is neither a historical achievement, nor, a
priori, a historical fact. Of course, auctoritates are in harmony with
each other. Otherwise, they are no auctoritates. Surely, to the medieval
mind, they had probative value, but what did they affirm? The duality
of auctoritas and ratio delivers both a hermeneutical key to what is
meant and a systematic key to the philosophical strength of the posi-
tion at stake. The questions of Walter of Bruges are critical of Aquinas,
but they reveal no animus against Aristotle. The author makes no
special appeal to Augustine’s authority in arguing for freedom of the
will, for he strives to reconcile Aristotle with Augustine. What views
do the Aristotle passages aim at? Not at Aristotle’s. There is no his-
torical Aristotle present in the writings of the great thirteenth-century
writers if they interpret Aristotle by exponere reverenter. They do not
read Aristotle, they read texts of Aristotle. At bottom, auctoritates
texts of . . . Aristotle, like auctoritates texts of Augustine, Boethius,
and Anselm, are texts of . . . Truth.

14.9.1 The auctoritates status of the corpus aristotelicum

It has already been pointed out that, in the case of Aristotle, there was
a special difficulty. Even in the Franciscan world, there is no mono-
lithic use of the auctoritates taken from the corpus aristotelicum.
Bonnie Kent summarizes the debate on Peter Olivi as follows:

Ferdinand Delorme, Orazio Bettini, and David Burr have all insisted
that Olivi was not, in fact, anti-Aristotelian – or at any rate, not
totally and consistently anti-Aristotelian. Delorme argues that Olivi
opposed all non-Christian philosophers: he had no greater respect for
Avicenna or Plato than for Aristotle. Besides, Olivi’s student days at
Paris – in 1260s, when masters of arts had just made the joyous dis-
covery of ‘philosophical’ method – do much to explain why he
became a bitter opponent of pagan philosophers and their influence.
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[. . .] Burr argues that Olivi was not consistently hostile to pagan phil-
osophy and that many of the references to Aristotle in Olivi’s works
are reasonably straightforward appeals to Aristotle’s authority.62

So, might we say that the most anti-Aristotelian theologian from the
last quarter of the thirteenth century is not anti-Aristotelian? Most
scholars agree that most Franciscans are strongly opposed to Thomas
Aquinas, but there is also rather little hostility to Aristotle, although
Delorme acknowledges that Olivi opposed all ‘non-Christian phil-
osophy.’ The interesting fact is that, from the historical point of view,
this holds for all Christian thinkers of the thirteenth century, includ-
ing, of course, Albert the Great, Aquinas and Godfrey of Fontaines,
as well as Siger of Brabant. The fact that there is plain opposition to
Thomas Aquinas and little hostility to Aristotle cannot imply that
these authors are less ‘Thomistic’ than ‘Aristotelian.’ The disagree-
ments with Aquinas are ‘inner-Christian’ peanuts in comparison to
the real convictions of the historical Aristotle. The evidence adduced
does not point to very different attitudes towards Aristotle, but to the
not yet rigidly fixed phenomenon of the auctoritates character of the
corpus aristotelicum.

14.9.2 Conclusions

There is a paradoxical conclusion to be drawn: an academic auctori-
tates culture like the medieval one is hardly familiar with the phe-
nomenon of authority. Authors of auctoritates texts have in fact no
‘authority’ just because their writings are auctoritates texts – texts
which are accepted as set books and are held to be true. Of course,
most books are not auctoritates texts. Their authors do not enjoy
authority either. The scholar is not a ‘critic.’ In the first centuries of
the university this is generally true and so it is also true of Thomas
Aquinas, although in this regard we have to add that his works soon
enjoyed auctoritates status within his own order.63 When Thomas’
Summa Theologiae replaced the Sententiae of Peter Lombard in the
course of the sixteenth century, all this has also to be applied to the
early modern Thomas Aquinas. This view has also to be the key in

538 The Philosophy of John Duns Scotus

62 Kent, Virtues of the Will, 84 f. See also Burr, ‘Petrus Ioannis Olivi and the Philosophers,’
Franciscan Studies 31 (1971) 41–71, and idem, The Persecution of Olivi, 25–35, and especi-
ally 27 f. Cf. §1.5, §6.3 and §§16.2–16.3.

63 We see this confirmed by the duality of bishop and master of divinity in matters religious.
The fine thing was that most bishops ‘criticized’ and ‘judged’ asking advice from the masters.



reading sixteenth-century authors criticizing (Luther) or endorsing
(Cajetan) medieval books. The Thomas Aquinas of Utrecht’s great
theology in the seventeenth century is reformed.

Within the factual context of the medieval evolution of philosoph-
ical and theological knowledge the medieval voices get their own
meaning and interest. We have to concentrate on the thought world
of the individual medieval thinker himself, apart from his Aristoteles
dicit, and if the historical Aristotle incidentally appears in these texts,
these appearances are just flashes of the historical Aristotle in the light
of modern discovery, just as in theology appearances of the historical
biblical contents are just flashes of the old Semitic or Hellenistic
world. The messages may nearly coincide, but this conclusion is only
to be drawn because we discover that there are such agreements – in
a contingent manner. We have to concentrate on the nature and the
contents of the individual works and their individual authors who did
not produce auctoritas texts themselves at the time of writing. The
system seems to be rather anti-individualistic, but we have to con-
centrate on the individuals and their individual development. The
dynamics of discovery and explanation is the natural Sitz im Leben
for understanding and interpreting systematic texts – not in terms of
-isms, but in terms of personal contributions and, in particular, of
individual theories – in an ongoing process of emancipation from the
thought patterns of ancient thought and philosophy. They started
anew in a rather simple manner in the tenth and eleventh centuries
and through the development of the logica modernorum they
marched into the century of the university creating a new universe of
systematic thought.
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CHAPTER 15

Historical dilemmas concerning Duns Scotus’
thought

15.1 INTRODUCTION

According to the Renaissance view of the development of Western
philosophy there is a ‘breakdown of traditional thought’ around
1500. This approach leads to the paradoxical view that English and
French, German and Italian, Spanish and Dutch, Scandinavian,
Middle and Eastern European philosophy start only after 1500 and
that modern European philosophy is not much older than American
thought. Moreover, modern history of modern philosophy pays a
great deal of attention to the great individual philosophers outside the
universities. Hobbes and Descartes, Locke and Berkeley, Spinoza and
Leibniz are those so privileged.

However, this approach begs some questions: can systematic
thought of the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries be
understood without taking into account university thought? Can the
thought of the universities be understood without interpreting it in
the light of the thirteenth-, fourteenth- and fifteenth-century univer-
sities? Can a realistic approach to the history of Western philosophy
ignore the continuity of thought from about 1200 to about 1800? The
European university shows a remarkable continuity between its birth
in around 1200 till around 1800. The six first centuries of the Western
university (�1200–�1800), consisting of two sets of three centuries,
form one specific whole.1

The traditional view overlooks medieval thought and the philo-
sophical contributions of its Augustinian main line. The separation
of modern languages from Latin and the separation of modern phil-
osophy from medieval philosophy are linked with the separation of
philosophy from theology, but what we now call theology is the key
to understanding the dynamics of Western and medieval thought in an

11 The development of philosophy and theology up to 1800 has to be studied as a whole. Only
the nineteenth-century university takes a different route.



alternative way. When we block out medieval thought and Duns
Scotus’ philosophy, we miss the most original facet of Western
thought. In this light, our point of departure is the dilemma of the earl-
iest modern studies in medieval philosophy which did not acknow-
ledge the phenomenon of medieval philosophy (§15.2). §15.3 deals
with the rebound of the ‘historiens croyants’. The views of Étienne
Henri Gilson (1884–1978) are dealt with in §15.4 while §15.5 focuses
on Lambertus Marie de Rijk (b.1924), because his teaching and
oeuvre are the sine qua non of understanding the approach developed
in this study. The paradox of Western philosophy is softened by its per-
spective (§15.6).

15.2 THE DILEMMA OF MODERN STUDIES IN THE HISTORY

OF MEDIEVAL PHILOSOPHY

According to De Wulf and Van Steenberghen, the Renaissance and
Reformation sounded the death knell for medieval scholasticism and
contributed badly to a regrettable leap over the Middle Ages, but it is
not as bad as that.2 Not only did Reformational thought during the
sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but even much ortho-
dox Protestant thought during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
have to be included in the whole scholastic tradition. In particular,
Reformed scholasticism of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
followed the main path of Scotism.3

15.2.1 Cousin, Hauréau, and the historiens rationalistes

Scholastic thought went into paradoxical obscurity around about
1800 after a wonderful career of almost a millennium. The traditional
university collapsed and suffered from an institutional disaster which
came along with the oblivion of scholastic thought. The historical
revolution of Niebuhr and Ranke (in around 1825) also led to the
investigation of medieval philosophy according to new historical
methods and to the creation of the history of medieval philosophy as
an independent subject. Like its demise, the birth of the history of
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Introduction à l’étude de la philosophie médiévale, 36–39.

13 See Vos, ‘De kern van de klassiek gereformeerde theologie,’ Kerk en Theologie 47 (1996)
106–125, idem, ‘Ab uno disce omnes,’ Bijdragen 60 (1999) 173–204, and Van Asselt and
Dekker (eds), Reformation and Scholasticism (2001).



medieval philosophy led to a paradox. Its start was a Fehlstart, a
failure, to be compared to the origins of critical and historical biblical
research in the nineteenth century.

The first quarter of the nineteenth century had simply forgotten
what scholastic thought consisted of. The effect was that medieval
philosophy became a kind of mystery. Scholastic thought is a very
complex and detailed phenomenon which requires a lot of effort and
time to master. One generation of negligence may mean the end of it.
During the last stages of the eighteenth century and the troubled two
first decades of the nineteenth, the rich technicalities of scholasticism
were no longer mastered because the continuity of training collapsed.
The so-called defeat of scholasticism consisted of oblivion.

Nevertheless, rescue was near and it came from quite an unex-
pected corner. The history of medieval philosophy was born in the
second quarter of the nineteenth century – in the same period that
history itself was born as an independent branch of critical learning.
This unexpected rebirth was the more paradoxical because the first
historians of medieval philosophy did not believe that there was
genuine philosophy in the Middle Ages. The Middle Ages were the
Age of Faith and the Age of Faith was unable to think rationally
because it did not know what the Age of Reason would reinvent:
scientific thought and rational philosophy.

15.2.2 Victor Cousin (1792–1867)

Cousin, born at Paris, was educated at the École Normale where he
started his teaching career as an assistant in courses on the history of
philosophy at the University of Paris in 1815. In the 1820s Cousin,
being out of work, spent his time in writing and editing the works
of great philosophers. He edited Proclus (1820–27) and Descartes
(1826) and started translating Plato (1822–40). This Parisian world of
historical scholarship produced the first critical editions, the first
monographs and the first textbook of the history of medieval philoso-
phy. Apart from his general work in the history of philosophy, Victor
Cousin published two text editions of Abelard: Ouvrages inédits
d’Abélard (1838) and Petri Abaelardi Opera I–II (1849–59). In the
same spirit, Charles de Rémusat (1797–1875) wrote his Abélard in
two volumes (1845) and his Saint Anselme (1853). Ernest Renan’s
doctoral thesis Averroès et l’Averroïsme dates from 1852. The so-
called ‘rationalistic’ origins of the history of medieval philosophy as an
academic enterprise antedated Christian initiatives for investigating
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historically medieval philosophy by more than a generation. Certainly,
the neoscholastic revival, particularly the revival of Neothomism in
Italy, is older, but this development stood outside the borders of the
new historical scholarship. The Parisian scholarly thinkers, critical of
the Catholic Church and Christian religion, were the fathers of search-
ing for and discovering manuscripts, editing medieval texts critically,
investigating historical connections and initiating comparative philo-
sophy. Paradoxically, they were also driven by admiration for scholas-
ticism. ‘I am an avowed friend of scholasticism’ (Cousin).

The master of the Cousin tradition was the keeper of the manu-
scripts of the Parisian Bibliothèque Nationale (from 1848): Jean-
Barthélémy Hauréau (d.1898). In 1850 Hauréau published the first
history of medieval philosophy: De la philosophie scolastique. It might
easily mislead us to conclude that, according to Hauréau, there existed
philosophy in the Middle Ages. Certainly, it did, but as a legacy which
could not be digested, because it was alien to the Age of Faith and its
patrimonium fidei. Nevertheless, Hauréau was the author of the stan-
dard history of medieval philosophy of the second half of the nine-
teenth century: Histoire de la philosophie scolastique I–III (1872–80).
Even more important are his Notices et extraits de quelques manu-
scrits latins de la Bibliothèque Nationale I–VI (1890–93).4 Likewise,
Maurice De Wulf was responsible for the standard history of medieval
philosophy in the first half of the twentieth century: Histoire de la
philosophie médiévale I–III (61933–47 (11900)). After Gilson’s
History of Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages (1955) nobody
dared any longer to write a history of medieval philosophy on the
grand scale.

15.2.3 Émile Bréhier (1876–1952)

Bréhier continued the Hauréau tradition of Paris. His La philosophie
du moyen âge (1937) was published in the series L’évolution de l’hu-
manité, directed by Henri Berr. The intellectual evolution centers on
the Greek genius, the paradigm of rationality. Here, human reason
was constituted. The significant title of Léon Robin’s contribution
was: La pensée grecque et les origines de l’esprit scientifique. In late
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93–95, 109–112, and 159 f. Cf. Jolivet, ‘Les études de philosophie médiévale en France de
Victor Cousin à Étienne Gilson,’ in Imbach and Maierù (eds), Gli studi de filosofia medievale
fra otto e novecento, 1–20.



antiquity, philosophy and science were immersed in religion and mys-
ticism. The Middle Ages were the period when philosophical teach-
ing was the business of the clergy. It was a period of conflict between
reason and faith and attempts to reconcile them, but Christianity and
non-Christian ancient culture, faith and rationality are incompatible
realities. So, the medieval project which tried to reconcile the irrec-
oncilable was bound to fail.5

The formative eleventh century was studied in this light. J. A. Endres
saw eleventh-century thought dominated by the controversy between
the ‘dialecticians’ (for example, Berengar of Tours) and the ‘antidi-
alecticians’ (for example, Peter Damian).6 According to Bréhier, this
conflict between dialectics and theology had to result in a synthesis at
the end of the century and this synthesis is to be found in the thought
of Anselm. Anselm tried to elucidate the faith from within. He only
dealt with theological themes and there was no room for reason except
as applied to matters of faith. Still, this type of theology is far removed
from rational theology. In Cur Deus homo? we see Anselm trying to
prove the necessity of incarnation. He had to reconcile the freedom of
divine decisions and necessity. Completely overlooking Anselm’s dis-
covery of several kinds of necessity, in particular the distinction
between necessitas praecedens and necessitas sequens, Bréhier decreed
that Anselm did not show how they could be compatible. For him,
without any doubt, this ‘fissure’ led eventually in the fourteenth
century to the collapse of the scholastic edifice Anselm had founded.7

It was Albert the Great and Thomas Aquinas who completely sepa-
rated philosophy from theology. They defended that reason is linked
with nature against the Augustinians.

15.2.4 Bréhier on Duns Scotus

La philosophie du moyen âge is to be characterized as an introduction
which is ‘clair et distinct.’ The first chapter of its fifth part focuses on
the dissolution of scholasticism. However, Bréhier did not concentrate
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15 Henri Berr, in É. Bréhier, La philosophie du moyen âge, III (‘Avant-propos’: I–XVIII):
‘Il [� Bréhier] suit l’effort pour unifier deux données irréductibles: le christianisme et ce qui
subsiste de la civilisation gréco-romaine; il met en vive lumière [. . .] les conflicts de la raison
et de la foi.’

16 See Endres, Petrus Damiani und die weltliche Wissenschaft (1910), and idem, Forschungen
zur Geschichte der frühmittelalterlichen Philosophie (1915). This view has been definitively
refuted by Holopainen, Dialectic and Theology in the Eleventh Century.

17 La philosophie du moyen âge, 125–126 (121–129: ‘Saint Anselme’).



on the methodology of scholasticism but looked on scholasticism as
the balance between reason and faith, or at any rate as an attempt at
reconciliation. Because the project was an impossible one, it was
doomed to failure and the vibrant meaning of the fourteenth century
was considered precisely as the collapse of scholasticism. In the fifth
part, the last part of his overview, only Duns Scotus, Ockham, the
Ockhamists, skeptics and mystics are treated.8 Many thinkers of the
fourteenth century were convinced that Aristotle could not be used in
theology and Ockamism had to end up in skepticism.

Bréhier rounded his moderate portrait of Duns’ philosophy off
with the verdict that Duns suppresses order and synthesis and that all
his principles tend to dissolve the unity of faith and reason. However,
this verdict does not follow from the bare letter of Bréhier’s descrip-
tion of Duns’ philosophy. In fact, the only wonder in Bréhier’s expos-
ition is this last unwarranted verdict. He does not even attempt to
underscore it by evidence, nor to prove his own premisses. His ‘athe-
ology’ seems to make such a project superfluous. Perhaps, however,
this is a bit unfair to Bréhier. He simply believed that Greek philoso-
phy had not only invented rationality, but embodied reason. The idea
of fides quaerens intellectum is simply a square circle. Along this line
Bréhier was able to combine a rather fair description of Duns’ views
with an absolute verdict. However, Bréhier’s approach is yet more
paradoxical. The fourteenth century was a creative period, but this
creativity was ignored. Can such an approach be adequate?9 Van
Steenberghen summarized this ‘rationalist’ movement in medieval
studies as follows: the Parisian line does not acknowledge a positive
philosophical value in medieval thought. These historians did not
even look at the distinctive medieval contribution to philosophy as
philosophy. The Middle Ages were only a tool. The philosophical
sterility of the Middle Ages is due to Christianity and church.10 The
destruction of medieval scholasticism was what our culture needed
and is what the Enlightenment achieved, for philosophy requires
unbelief.
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18 Ibid., 375–432. See chapter II: Ockham (392–413) and chapter III: the ockhamists
(414–422). Bréhier opted for a reversed ideology of decline. Just as the Neothomists com-
plained of this decline, Bréhier welcomed it as the liberation Western thought longed for.

19 Creative thinkers like Scotus and Ockham are seen as witnesses of the dissolution of scholas-
ticism and causes of the dissolution of philosophy.

10 Just as the state had to fight in order to regain its independence from the church, so philoso-
phy had to reconquer its independence from theology.



15.3 THE REBOUND OF THE HISTORIENS CROYANTS

The second quarter of the nineteenth century saw the birth of the
history of medieval philosophy as a scientific enterprise with the help
of so-called rationalist historians; its second half saw the subject cared
for by ‘historiens croyants’ (Fernand Van Steenberghen). What did
the Catholic rebound consist of?

The neoscholastic revival reached back to the beginning of the nine-
teenth century when Vincenzo Buzzetti (1777–1824) succeeded in
arousing new interest in the philosophy of Thomas Aquinas, introduc-
ing many talented students into training still styled along seventeenth-
and eighteenth-century lines. His important student Serafino Sordi
(1793–1865) taught, among many others, Guiseppe Pecci, the brother
of the future Pope Leo XIII (1878–1903), and Gioacchino Pecci
(b.1810), who himself had taught philosophy at the Jesuit German
College in Rome. The Jesuit Order was restored in 1814 and flourished
again in the nineteenth century. During the eighteenth century Thomas
Aquinas’ complete works were reprinted half a dozen times and the
first volume of the first nineteenth-century reprint appeared in Naples
in 1846 where Gaetano Sanseverino (1811–65) founded the Academy
of Thomistic Philosophy.11

15.3.1 Kleutgen and Stöckl

The young Joseph Kleutgen (b.1811), born in Dortmund (Germany),
became acquainted with Catholic Enlightenment Christianity, but
he was converted to pre-Enlightenment theology and philosophy,
studying in Munster in 1832–33. He joined the Jesuits in 1834 and
in these early years he was convinced that reason and revelation can
be reconciled only if one steps back from modern philosophy.
Kleutgen’s first work against the Enlightenment was Über die alten
und die neuen Schulen (1846) and he continued to publish: Die
Theologie der Vorzeit vertheidigt I–III (Munster 1853–60) and Die
Philosophie der Vorzeit vertheidigt I–II (Munster 1860–63). Kleutgen
was convinced that the revolutionary destruction of the first half of
the nineteenth century proved the evil nature of modern philosophy
and theology.
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11 See Coreth, Neidl, and Pfligersdorfer (eds), Christliche Philosophie im katholischen Denken
des 19. und 20. Jahrhunderts I–III, and chapters 1 and 2 of Inglis’s excellent Spheres of
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John Inglis perceptively discovered that Kleutgen changed his the-
oretical program in the third volume of his Die Theologie der Vorzeit
vertheidigt (1860).

He no longer discusses the various theological doctrines that he had
originally set out to treat. Having already considered God, creation
and grace, if he were to remain faithful to the order of Aquinas, he
should have discussed Christ, the sacraments, and the last things.
Instead Kleutgen begins his investigation anew and states that he
must now clarify the relation of philosophy to revelation.12

His guiding question was whether the medieval use of Greek philoso-
phy was fatal to theology. His own answer was that faith requires the
use of reason. In spite of Kleutgen’s stern criticisms of Descartes’ phi-
losophy, he followed the epistemological turn of modern philosophy
stating that epistemology plays the foundational role in philosophy.

However, Kleutgen claimed that Thomas Aquinas’ theory of
knowledge was superior to modern thought. His criterion was that
good philosophy logically leads to the moral good. The three
medieval philosophical schools were those of realism, nominalism,
and formalism. Thomas Aquinas’ philosophy is the crown of the
project for reconciling reason and revelation, but Ockham destroyed
this achievement.

Kleutgen implies that since Protestants are members of many
churches and not united in one church they have a predilection to
agree with Ockham’s view of the importance of multiplicity. There
are only particulars in the universe and no forms shared by individu-
als. In general, Protestants are unable to evaluate correctly the phil-
osophy of Aquinas.13

Kleutgen’s treatment of Duns Scotus is even more enigmatic. Scotus
does away with actual individual subjects because of his idea of indi-
viduality. Because there are no subjects in Scotus’ philosophy, there is
only an endless number of predicates. ‘Formalism’ leads to the con-
clusion that the entire world is a single subject and this means that
Duns Scotus implicitly ends up in pantheism. This early form of
decline ideology is rather highly spirited. At the end of the century,
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12 Inglis, Spheres of Philosophical Inquiry, 81 (62–104: ‘Kleutgen and the Spheres of
Philosophical Inquiry’).

13 Ibid., 97. Nevertheless, the Protestant neoscholastic revival also followed the footsteps of
Aquinas. If a Protestant thinker took into account medieval Christian thought, he mainly
opted for Thomas Aquinas.



De Wulf judged that such an approach was not historical, but its
historical character had already been questioned in 1861.

Albert Stöckl (1823–95) followed the footsteps of Kleutgen. He
went to school in Eichstätt (Bavaria, South Germany), became a priest
of the diocese of Eichstätt and studied and taught at its Seminary. He
started as an Old Testament scholar, but from the 1850s he devoted
himself to patristic and medieval studies. During the years 1864–66,
he published a full-scale three-volume Geschichte der Philosophie des
Mittelalters of almost 2,300 pages.14

Just as the books of Kleutgen show, the point of view is the recon-
ciliation of reason and revelation. He dealt with more authors than
Kleutgen and consistently applied the useful method of dividing
philosophy into modern subjects. He discussed, for example, Abelard
and the Victorines, including Peter Lombard, by surveying episte-
mology, metaphysics, psychology, ethics, and so on. Kleutgen’s and
Stöckl’s histories linked up well with each other. Stöckl published his
first mighty volume in 1864, while Kleutgen had finished his first
series in 1863, but Stöckl also adopted Kleutgen’s models of the rec-
onciliation of faith and reason and the threefold picture of realism,
nominalism, and formalism.

John Inglis discovered the important role Kleutgen and Stöckl
had played in defining the dominating model of neoscholastic philoso-
phy, studying the history of scholasticism which was identified with
medieval scholasticism. Van Steenberghen fairly mentioned them in
his mighty Introduction à l’étude de la philosophie médiévale. When
he paid attention to the ‘Catholic historians,’ two considerable works
are immediately mentioned: Joseph Kleutgen’s Die Philosophie der
Vorzeit vertheidigt I–II (1860–63) and L’aristotelismo della Scolastica
nella storia dela filosofia (1873) by Salvatore Talamo. Albert Stöckl’s
Geschichte der Philosophie des Mittelaters I–III (1864–66) is honored
as the first great history of scholasticism, written by a Catholic author.
The rationality and independence of philosophy are stressed.15

Nevertheless, in general, it is true that there was a strange oversight of
Kleutgen’s and Stöck’s role in the twentieth century, although Gilson
did mentioned Stöckl. Probably, twentieth-century historiography
underestimated the importance of Aeterni Patris and did not try to
explain this intervention. Moreover, the research of the second half of
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14 See ibid., 109–131 (105–136: ‘Albert Stöckl’s Geschichte der Philosophie des Mittelalters’).
15 Van Steenberghen, Introduction à l’étude de la philosophie médiévale, 55 f. Scholasticism is

seen as a kind of Aristotelianism, a view dear to Van Steenberghen.



the twentieth-century tried valiantly to discover a broader importance
and meaning of medieval philosophy, but John Inglis’s anatomy of the
body of historical scholarship is indispensable.

However, we may also see the point of the Louvain criticisms at the
end of the nineteenth century. Kleutgen and Stöckl had read and
studied medieval texts, but they had never tried to conquer the new
canons of text critical and historical critical research. They simply con-
demned them.16 Neither early neoscholasticism, nor the new approach
of Kleutgen and Stöckl was rooted in the new ‘scientific’ Parisian
approach. Nevertheless, Kleutgen tried to answer it. Hauréau and
Bréhier may have been mistaken in identifying medieval thought
patterns, but paleography, textual research, chronology, philology,
and so on make quite a difference in interpreting scholastic texts. In
fact, before the generations of Mandonnet and De Wulf, medieval
texts still were not considered historical texts for Christian medieval-
ists, but texts for eternity. Mirabile dictu, nineteenth-century historical
research was often rather a-historical.

In fact, Kleutgen and Stöckl did not discover what they thought of
medieval philosophy, but they imposed an a priori model on it. So,
we may appreciate the criticisms of the young De Wulf that their
studies were not histories. The same assessment holds for the early
‘histories’ of Protestant scholasticism, dating from the 1830s and the
1840s. Although their authors were more prudent than Kleutgen and
Stöckl were, their reconstructions were speculative and not based on
an adequate grasp of scholastic Latin. Although they were liberal the-
ologians, they wholeheartedly believed in the truth of their tradition,
but according to their own interpretation and not allowing for an
alternative.

When we look at Kleutgen’s interpretation of medieval philosophy,
it is evident that it is basically mistaken, apart from considering
Thomas Aquinas as the center of the medieval development of phi-
losophy and apart from his ideology of decline. The reconciliation of
faith and reason cannot have been the center of this development
because there was no battle or even tension between them for the
simple reason that the modern concept or reality of reason did not
exist, to be compared with the fact that there was no state in the
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16 In general, nineteenth-century orthodoxy was rather critical of the methods and the outcome
of liberal scholars who condemned old kinds of traditional Christianity in a very relaxed
manner. In the Netherlands, there were ministers of the Reformed Church, who were athe-
ists ontologically but still ministers of the church.



modern sense in the Middle Ages, only Church and society. The
problem did not exist. So, the solution is an improbable phenomenon.
This is one thing. It is a remarkable fact that the model endured in the
next century.17

15.3.2 Maurice De Wulf (1867–1947)

In 1893, Maurice De Wulf was appointed to hold the first Catholic
chair in the history of medieval philosophy and it was no coincidence
that this occurred at Louvain. His Histoire de la philosophie médié-
vale became the leading history of medieval philosophy, from the first
edition in 1900 to the sixth edition in three volumes (I 1934, II 1935,
and III 1947), which was the last.18 De Wulf proposed an intrinsic def-
inition of what is essential to scholastic philosophy. Scholasticism is
also a system of thought, characterized by the dualism of God and
creation, for God is pure act and his creatures are a mixture of act
and potency. Pantheism is out of the question. God is a personal God
and scholastic philosophy is as such creation thought. Its ontology
stresses the contingency and the dynamic character of reality. It also
stresses the existence of individuals and the spiritual nature of the
human soul. It rejects subjectivism and idealism. Its ethics is an ethics
of freedom (libertaire).19

The logic of scholastic philosophy is both analytical and synthetic.
Albert the Great and Thomas Aquinas closely followed Aristotle, the
uncontested master, but Duns’ excessive realism and Ockham’s exces-
sive subjectivism destroyed the Aristotelian balance. The scholasticism
of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries is degenerate scholasticism.20

In spite of his success and influence, De Wulf met widespread criticism
for his views on the essence of scholastic philosophy, especially after
the fifth edition of Histoire de la philosophie médiévale I–II (1924–25).
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17 Inglis’s ‘biography’ is breathtaking reading. See also §§15.5 ff. and Chapter 16.
18 Histoire de la philosophie médiévale I and II were translated into English by Ernest C.

Messenger: History of Mediaeval Philosophy I (1935) and II (1937).
19 Histoire de la philosophie médiévale, Louvain (11900), 288 f. The first history published by

De Wulf (1894) is called: Histoire de la philosophie scolastique dans les Pays-Bas et la
Principauté de Liège. Cf. the title of Hauréau’s important history: Histoire de la philosophie
scolastique.

20 De Wulf, Histoire de la philosophie médiévale II 287 f. For a striking memoir by his star
pupil and successor Fernand Van Steenberghen, see Van Steenberghen’s ‘Maurice De Wulf
(1867–1947)’ (1948), Introduction à l’étude de la philosophie médiévale, 287–313, cf.
61–63. Cf. Wielockx, ‘De Mercier à De Wulf. Débuts de l’École de Louvain,’ Gli studi de
filosofia medievale fra otto e novecento, 89–95.



In De Wulf’s mind there is a distinctive philosophy to be discovered
and to be uncovered during the Middle Ages and the great Christian
masters of medieval thought share a set of substantial theories. So, real
philosophy does exist in the Middle Ages and, over and against ancient
and modern philosophy, there is also a deep consensus which is called
by De Wulf philosophie scolastique.

The criticisms De Wulf sought to deal with consisted of the charge
that he assumed a relevant consensus, but also equated this consen-
sus to the ‘Aristotelian’ orthodox philosophy of the great Dominican
masters Albert the Great and Thomas Aquinas. Many critics con-
sidered his real definition of ‘scholastic philosophy’ too restrictive, the
more so because, in the first edition, he appended his analysis of
scholastic philosophy to his exposition of Thomas Aquinas’ philoso-
phy. However, another observation has also to be made: De Wulf’s
definition of scholasticism was too general. Not only Reformational
thought during the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
but even much orthodox Protestant thought during the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries have to be included according to his defin-
ition, although this fact does not square with De Wulf’s Thomist-
styled definition.

Moreover, we have to note that, in contrast to his personal state-
ments made on principle and in contrast to the impression De Wulf’s
doctrine made on some minds, from the start, De Wulf included not
only the old Franciscan doctors of theology (the line of Alexander
of Hales, Bonaventure and Richard of Middleton) in his denotation
of ‘scholastic philosophy’, but also Duns Scotus and the Scotists, and
Ockham and the nominalists. In fact, his definition is quite consist-
ent with this broad set of thinkers. His examples of ‘anti-scholastic’
and deviant philosophies in the Middle Ages form a rather limited
part of medieval thought and perhaps it was even more limited than
De Wulf realized himself: John Scottus Eriugene and some twelfth-
century thinking, associated with Scottus Eriugene, and, from the
thirteenth century onwards, his examples are mainly so-called Latin
Averroists.21

During the third period which comprises the fourteenth century
and the first half of the fifteenth century, the main supporters of
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21 De Wulf, Histoire de la philosophie médiévale II (51925) 90: ‘Au XIIIe siècle, c’est l’aver-
roïsme (sc. l’averroïsme latin) qui est, par excellence, le système antiscolastique’: see §325
(90–91): ‘Son caractère antiscolastique.’ Cf. ibid., 216: ‘C’est toujours l’averroïsme qui
demeure le grand rival de la scolastique.’



‘anti-scholastic’ philosophy are again Latin Averroists, this time in the
company of a few theological determinists (Bradwardine)22 and the
skeptical ‘nominalists’ (223–229: Nicholas of Autrecourt and John of
Mirecourt).23

15.3.3 De Wulf on Duns Scotus

Against this background, De Wulf wrote on the life, works, and
thought of Scotus. He opted for an English Duns, born in 1274 (!) –
according to De Wulf, Duns died at the age of 34. He was a pupil of
William of Ware (doctor profundus) and was influenced by Roger
Bacon. Duns reveled in mathematics, taught by Bacon. He went to
Paris in 1304 and died at Cologne in 1308. Richard of Middleton was
the last representative of the old Franciscan school in the style of
Alexander of Hales and Bonaventure. Duns created a new orienta-
tion.24 His was a critical, though always courteous, mind. He distin-
guished between theology and philosophy. Rational and natural truth
is the subject matter of philosophy. On the contrary, theology is a
practical science. Reason veils her face before the mystery of faith in
obedience to the Word of God. De Wulf was afraid of a rationalistic
tendency in Duns’ options.

Scotus’ distinctio formalis a parte rei was a new distinction
invented by Duns.25 It endangers the unity of God. In spite of his
theory of the univocity of being Duns Scotus gave in with regard to
the demonstrability of several attributes of God, for example his
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22 In §419 De Wulf tells us about the re-edition of Bradwardine’s De causa Dei in 1618
(London). This re-edition was related to the coming Synod of Dordt (1618–19), several
parties preparing themselves for their debates. For that matter, Thomas Bradwardine was
not a determinist, nor was Wycliffe. In their own independent ways, both followed contin-
gency thought, influenced as they were by Duns Scotus.

23 See De Wulf, Histoire de la philosophie médiévale II (51925) 90–105: ‘Averroïsme latin,’
including Siger of Brabant (95–99), and 216–219: ‘L’averroïsme à Paris. Jean de Jandun.’
Nicholas Cusanus (230–235), like the Latin neoplatonists (106–126), Roger Bacon
(126–143) and Raymond Lulle (143–146) in the thirteenth century, belongs to independent
minds, and not to ‘anti-scholasticism.’ De Wulf is more appreciative than his fundamental
considerations allow him to be.

24 De Wulf, Histoire de la philosophie médiévale II 308 f. The Dominicans only knew of one
philosophical style – Thomism, but the Franciscans had ‘deux fractions philosophiques.’

25 Ibid., 316: ‘A la différence de la distinctio realis qui existe entre deux choses réellement
diverses, de la distinctio rationis qui multiplie les concepts d’une même chose, pour la con-
sidérer sous des points de vue différents (d. rationis cum fundamento in re) ou identiques (d.
rationis sine fundamento in re), la “distinctio formalis aparte rei” porte dans une même sub-
stance individuelle, sur les formalités objectives, qui y sont réalisées, indépendamment de tout
acte intellectuel.’



omnipotence.26 Freedom is essential both to divine and human will.
Duns subscribed to Avicebron’s hylomorphism.27 According to
Thomas Aquinas, will is a passive faculty; according to Henry of
Ghent and Duns Scotus, will is an active one. Virtues are placed in the
theory of will. Duns’ doubts resulted in Ockham’s philosophy,
fourteenth-century Averroism and later Renaissance philosophy.28 In
the fourth edition of De Wulf’s Histoire de la philosophie médiévale,
P. Minges was considered to be the outstanding authority on Scotus
scholarship. Between 1922 and 1924 Longpré published the contents
of his La philosophie du B. Duns Scot and in the fifth edition De Wulf
accepted Longpré as the great expert.

In sum, the second quarter of the nineteenth century saw the birth
of the history of medieval philosophy as a scientific enterprise with
the help of ‘rationalist’ historians. The third quarter saw the subject
cared for by faithful historians, ‘historiens croyants’ (Fernand Van
Steenberghen), followed by a century of intense historical research,
mainly under neoscholastic inspiration, resulting in many editions
and monographs. De Wulf revised his Scotus picture by doing justice
to Minges’ and Longpré’s discoveries.

15.4 ÉTIENNE HENRI GILSON (1884–1978)

On the one hand, it was clear to Gilson that there was no common
philosophy present within the many theologies developed during the
Middle Ages. Rather, there were different authentic philosophies. On
the other hand, Gilson’s The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy shows
that the Christian faith and its theology have produced an independ-
ent kind of metaphysics and have also transformed philosophy itself.
Here two major theses come in: there is the phenomenon of Christian
philosophy as a matter of historical fact.

The Thomism of Thomas Aquinas, rather than that of his inter-
preters, is the unique instance of a Christian philosophy that best
mirrors Catholic thinking and that grounds the truths achieved by all
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26 Ibid., 310–311. Here, De Wulf’s basic stance colors his description. Cf. PMA 4.2.
27 Ibid., 313: ‘Il prend probablement (Avicebron) pour un philosophe chrétien.’ De Wulf’s

exposition of Duns’ theory on matter and form heavily rests on De rerum principio (ibid.,
313–315).

28 De Wulf did not commit the howlers sometimes ascribed to him: in De Wulf’s eyes, Duns
was no pantheist, neither was Ockham. In the company of Thomas Aquinas, both belong to
scholastic philosophy, although De Wulf does not posses a theory which backs this treat-
ment of the Franciscan and other orders and sympathizing secular masters.



other Christian philosophies. Thomism is the philosophy of a the-
ologian and is characterized both by its metaphysics of being,
which holds that what is real and intelligible is so by virtue of its act
of existing.29

Gilson accepted Thomas’ distinction between philosophy and the-
ology, but opposed their separation as practised by Renaissance the-
ology. There is a tension between the thesis of a philosophical
plurality of the Middle Ages and the thesis of Thomism as the unique
core of Christian philosophy. Moreover, what does Christian philos-
ophy consist of? The major event was the publication of La philoso-
phie de Saint-Bonaventure.

Gilson was a phenomenon in the world of historical scholarship
and systematic thought. The first quarter of the twentieth century was
the era of De Wulf, the second was Gilson’s, and the third Van
Steenberghen’s. Gilson’s output lasted over sixty years, extending from
Dante to Descartes. In reviews he has often been called a Thomist.
What matters most, however, is the fact that as a student he was
already gripped by philosophy and, when he prepared his theses on
Descartes, gripped by Christian philosophy in its quality as a distinct
historical reality.30 Like Cousin, Hauréau and Bréhier, Gilson was
born in Paris and studied at its university. It was due to the great
Jewish thinker Lucien Lévy-Bruhl that Gilson’s start in historical
scholarship was highly original. In 1905 Lévy-Bruhl advised Gilson to
investigate the historical origins of Descartes’ philosophy in a new way
by turning to its medieval sources. He learned to read Aquinas and it
was an encounter for life. The fruits were Index scolastico-cartésien
(1913) and La liberté chez Descartes et la théologie.

In 1818, Cousin expressed his views on the dynamics of the history
of Western philosophy in his Cours de philosophie. There are only two
distinct periods in the history of philosophy and these periods are par-
allel to the main periods of the history of mankind: antiquity and the
modern age. In between, the light of the Greek genius had gone down
in the night of the Middle Ages. The fifteenth and sixteenth centuries
are only the infancy of the seventeenth century: the age of modern
philosophy starts with Descartes. ‘Philosophy’ before Descartes is in
fact theology. This thesis played a vital role in the metaphilosophy of,
for example, Mandonnet and, in a transformed way, in Gilson’s. These
views were not considered to be hypotheses or theories to be checked.
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29 According to the fine wording of Thro, ‘Étienne Gilson,’ ER V 560.
30 See Laurence K. Shook, Étienne Gilson.



In fact, they functioned as axioms. Here, the revolution of Gilson’s
theses comes in. The ‘merveilleusement intelligent’ Lévy-Bruhl sug-
gested to Gilson a topic for his future research: Descartes and scholas-
ticism, in 1905. At that time, Gilson (b.1884) had not read one line of
Thomas Aquinas, but Lévy-Bruhl knew that the young Gilson was a
Catholic and assumed that he was familiar with scholasticism.

Gilson’s first books on medieval philosophy were published in
Strasbourg. In the meantime, Gilson had succeeded Picavet at the
Sorbonne (1921) and his La philosophie au moyen âge I–II appeared
in Paris in 1922. According to Gilson, Thomas Aquinas’ philosophy
was an original synthesis. Because of the creative dynamics of their
faith and theology, the two extraordinary geniuses Albert the Great
and Thomas Aquinas not only discerned the enormous value of
Aristotle’s philosophy in presenting Christian dogma, but, being free
from Aristotelian docility and non-Christian errors, they also imme-
diately achieved the ideal adaptation of Aristotle’s philosophy to that
dogma.31

Again, we see here operating the Parisian axis of Aristotle’s phi-
losophy defined as philosophy and as natural reason or light as such.
Gilson read Albert’s and Thomas’ reading Aristotle as a historical
reading, steering the middle course between two wrong extremes of
reading Aristotle: (Latin) Averroism on the one hand and Christian
traditionalism on the other. It was also difficult for Gilson to explain
why the Bonaventure line did not accept this kind of innovation. His
explanation was that the synthesis of the two Dominican geniuses
was too new for the conservative Augustinians, but this solution,
already put forward by Mandonnet and De Wulf, is not consistent
with Gilson frankly recognizing the independent genius of Oxford
and the value of the Oxonian contributions to scientific thought.

According to Van Steenberghen, Gilson defended from the start of
his postwar career two theses which are simply complementary in
Gilson’s eyes: the Middle Ages produced authentic philosophies some
of which were distinctly Christian.32 Gilson has become famous
through these theses. Nevertheless, the notion of an original system of
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31 La philosophie au moyen âge II, 36, cf. 31–35 and 3–6. In his prewar period (World War II),
Gilson cherished two assumptions: a great medieval thinker has a personal system (Hamelin)
and he enjoys a unique intuition (Bergson). Both assumptions are not quite medieval. See
Alain de Libera, ‘Les études de philosophie médiévale en France d’Étienne Gilson à nos
jours,’ in Gli studi di filosofia medievale fra otto e novecento, 21–33 (21–50).

32 See ‘L’oeuvre d’Étienne Gilson’: Introduction (64–68), in Introduction à l’étude, 63–77.



philosophy within the borders of Christian thought is only applied to
the doctrines of Albert the Great and Thomas Aquinas. Bonaventure
only ascribed to Aristotle a subordinate place without changing the
character of traditional philosophy.33 The historically most important
discovery took place when Albert of Bollstädt (1206/7–80) introduced
the decisive distinction between philosophy and theology. It was not
Luther, Calvin, or Descartes liberating Western philosophy. No, inde-
pendent philosophy is due to the patient efforts of medieval thinkers.
The history of medieval philosophy is the history of a rationalist move-
ment continuously developing itself. This definitive discovery is in fact
the foundation on which modern philosophy rests. The Middle Ages
are progressively on the way towards a complete separation of phi-
losophy from theology. The essential characteristic of modern thought
is due to Albert the Great. His is the cradle of the albertino-thomistic
philosophy.34

The medieval philosophers of the preface of Le thomisme (1919)
are thinkers within the Thomist tradition and the philosophical nature
of the thought of these theologians is dependent on the nature of phil-
osophy itself which is par excellence the philosophy of the
Philosophus. In this stage of his development, Gilson stood squarely
within the new Catholic tradition in the rebound against the Parisian
approach, defending the presence of philosophy in medieval thought
in perfect harmony with the faith and theology of the church. Gilson’s
stance was near to Mandonnet’s and De Wulf’s. As to Oxford’s scien-
tific thought and Duns Scotus, Gilson was more tolerant than many
of his colleagues, but the notion of Christian philosophy was not a
vital question before his course on the philosophy of Bonaventure
(1923–24). Even his philosophical rhetoric was rather similar to
Mandonnet’s in 1899. Bonaventure had his successors: John Pecham,
Matthew of Acquasparta, Roger Marston, and Richard of Middleton.
Even after the triumph of the Aristotelianism of Thomas Aquinas
there are the philosophical rights of Duns Scotus’ great synthesis
which we shall meet with Malebranche.35
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33 La philosophie au moyen âge II 3: ‘Jamais l’aristotélisme n’y était autorisé à se développer
pour lui-même et conformément à ses exigences propres. C’est bien l’aristotélisme [. . .] qui
va passer au premier plan dans la synthèse doctrinale que nous allons examiner.’

34 La philosophie au moyen âge II 10 (8–13): ‘C’est pourquoi le moment où nous sommes
arrivés peut être considéré comme décisif, non seulement dans l’histoire de la philosophie
médiévale, mais encore dans l’histoire de la pensée humaine.’

35 La philosophie au moyen âge II 158–160, where also Olivi, William of La Mare, and Henry
of Ghent are added to this same tradition line.



All this changed when Bonaventure came in. Gilson came forward
with a personal interpretation of Bonaventure while Mandonnet’s
views are discussed in a different vein. This approach might be under-
scored from the viewpoint of a certain conception of philosophy in
general and of scholastic philosophy in particular.

Looked at from the rationalist point of view of modern philosophy,
St. Bonaventure’s doctrine does undoubtedly appear as the most medi-
aeval of mediaeval philosophies; and so, in certain aspects, it is. No
thirteenth century thinker set himself more systematically to reduce
the sciences to theology. [. . .] Looked at from the point of view of
Thomist philosophy, St. Bonaventure’s doctrine would seem to be dis-
qualified for an analogous reason. Assuredly, Thomism was modern
from the moment of its birth – in this sense, that, established of set
purpose on the common ground of the human reason, it professed to
resolve philosophical problems by methods common to all.36

How is Bonaventure’s philosophy to be viewed in terms of such a uni-
verse of rational demonstrations? If you set Bonaventure’s doctrine
against these philosophies, it is for them not a philosophy. For Gilson,
it constituted an independent alternative.

Eventually, Gilson published his massive Jean Duns Scot in 1952.
In 1955 he devoted twenty pages to Duns in his masterwork on the
history of Christian philosophy which aimed at providing an intro-
duction (845 pages) to the history of Christian philosophy from Justin
Martyr up to Nicholas of Cusa. The way Gilson defined ‘Christian
philosophy’ is not ‘Scotian’ in style. Christian philosophy is not phil-
osophy in the strict sense, nor is it philosophy in a broad sense – as
Van Steenberghen again and again interpreted Gilson – but a use of
philosophy: ‘We call Christian philosophy the use made of philo-
sophical notions by the Christian writers of those times.’37 At this
sensitive point, John Wippel introduces an important distinction:

It is one thing to suggest that in a given case a medieval thinker may
have moved from prior religious belief in a certain point to philo-
sophical inquiry concerning the same. It is something else to suggest
that he must have moved from his theology to philosophical investi-
gation of the same.38
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36 Gilson, The Philosophy of St Bonaventure, Paterson 1965 (21943), 437 f.
37 HCPMA V, cf. Van Steenberghen, Introduction à l’étude, 63–77: ‘Gilson,’ cf. 85–92.
38 Wippel, ‘Thomas Aquinas and the Problem of Christian Philosophy,’ Metaphysical Themes

in Thomas Aquinas, 24. On Gilson, see part 1: ‘Étienne Gilson and Christian Philosophy,’
ibid., 2–22, cf. John M. Quinn, The Thomism of Étienne Gilson. A Critical Study.



To Wippel’s mind, the later Gilson adopted both proposals, while
only the first is acceptable for Wippel. Wippel sees Gilson’s view on
Thomas Aquinas refuted by the fact that Thomas devoted so much
time and energy to writing the philosophical opuscula, for instance
De unitate intellectus and De aeternitate mundi, and the philo-
sophical ‘commentaries.’39 Gilson downgraded the importance of
these philosophical writings, while Weisheipl and Van Steenberghen
regarded these works as important sources for discovering Thomas’
personal thought.40 Gilson charged Duns Scotus with ‘theologism,’41

but Wippel judges that Gilson underestimated the independent philo-
sophical drive of Thomas Aquinas’ thought. Thomas was well aware
of the nature and method of metaphysics and philosophy and it is a
challenging and fertile task to reassemble the elements of Thomas’
philosophical thought ‘according to the philosophical order outlined
by Thomas himself, not according to the theological order proposed
by Gilson.’42

15.5 LAMBERTUS MARIE DE RIJK (B.1924)

We have met rivals in understanding the nature of medieval philoso-
phy and immensely different alternatives. Moreover, there are excel-
lent introductions to medieval philosophy, but many philosophical
faculties offer only courses on the history of ancient and modern
thought. Having said goodbye to Augustine we immediately join
René Descartes. In academicis we are not fair to the whole of Western
philosophy’s past.

The fact that the academic past is an enigmatic part of the history
of our culture is mirrored in the quite different interpretations found
in the history of researching medieval philosophy. The old Paris line
claimed to discover only non-philosophy in the Middle Ages. The
Christian rebound acknowledged only true medieval philosophy as
far as it was thought to be basically in line with Greek philosophy.
Many Protestant theologians held that medieval thought offers
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in The Philosophical Theology of Scotus, 209–253. Cf. §9.6.

42 Wippel, ‘Thomas Aquinas and the Problem of Christian Philosophy,’ Metaphysical
Themes, 32.



profound evidence that man was corrupted by nature, especially
Christians before 1517. Likewise, most Marxist philosophers consid-
ered medieval philosophy to be useless.

For opponents of Gilson, Gilson was the great exception to this
rule, but he also put medieval contributions in the wider context of a
harmony of reason and faith, where the synthesizing power of Thomas
Aquinas is seen as the high point of medieval philosophy and Ockham
as the bête noire, bringing about the dissolution of medieval philoso-
phy. John Inglis analyzed piles of introductions and introductory
materials and, eventually, he stressed the significance of ‘Franciscan
philosophy,’ the exception to the old-fashioned rule.

The axis of the rule of understanding medieval philosophical
thought is most easily illustrated on the basis of the traditional
Catholic interpretation, because this interpretation did not originate
in caricature or contempt but was dictated by admiration and love.
This approach historicized the duality of nature and super nature.
The super nature of faith and Church is considered to rest on the fun-
damental order of nature. Medieval thought is seen to rest on ancient
philosophia just as super nature is founded on nature.

We meet a variant of this type of view in the metaphilosophy of
Professor Cornelia Johanna de Vogel (1905–86). She taught the
history of ancient philosophy at Utrecht University (1947–74) in com-
bination with the history of medieval philosophy. Greek Philosophy
I–III (1950–59) shows her formidable scholarship. She was amicissima
Platonis and a devoted Catholic convert. She acknowledged the great
importance of the medieval period. According to her, the importance
of medieval philosophy was due to the Christian acknowledgement
and purification of the sublime truth, already present in Greek phil-
osophy, in particular in Plato.

She always maintained that Greek philosophy and especially
Platonism had prepared the way to Christian mediaeval thought and
that is why she hardly noticed the unique development within medi-
aeval culture. People like Abelard and Ockham she viewed with sus-
picion, and even a figure such as Duns Scotus did not seem to fit in
with her ideas.43

The Plato and Aristotle scholar De Rijk revolutionized the schol-
arly investigation of medieval logic and philosophy by changing
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essentially the point of view in examining scholastic thought:
medieval thought is not good, or bad, because it simply repeats
ancient thought; on the contrary, it is interesting because many of its
important tendencies and theories cannot be traced back to ancient
thought. It is not true that it is not interesting as being quite unori-
ginal; it is just interesting because of its originality, based on its past,
in a fruitful interaction of tradition and renewal. De Vogel’s star pupil
De Rijk started as a classical scholar and historian of ancient philoso-
phy. His first book dealt with Aristotle and his Aristotle I–II date from
2002.44

De Rijk was born in Hilversum, in North Holland, in November
1924, forty years after the birth of Gilson. In the prewar period, many
Dutch theological students preparing for the priesthood profited
from a profound schooling in philosophy before passing on to theo-
logical studies, and the young De Rijk studied philosophy at the
Archdiocesan Seminary of Utrecht before passing on to studying
classical philology and philosophy at the University of Utrecht, where
he received his doctorate in 1952. Having switched to medieval
philosophy he published his first critical text edition in 1956, when
he also became a member of the Senate, the Upper Chamber of the
Dutch Parliament. He also acted as Vice-President of the Senate
(1980–91).45

De Rijk was Professor of the History of Medieval Philosophy at
the Catholic University in Nijmegen (1961–69), the first chair in
the history of medieval philosophy in the Netherlands, and lecturer
and part-time Professor (1967–83: ‘professor extraordinarius’) of
Medieval Philosophy at Utrecht University (1963–83). After his
Nijmegen years, he taught ancient and medieval philosophy at the
University of Leiden (1969–88). For the last two decades De Rijk
has again paid much attention to the great Greeks: Plato’s Sophist
and Aristotle I–II,46 and he still teaches as ‘honorary professor’ at
Maastricht University (Limburgia). His activities follow three
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44 The Place of the Categories of Being in Aristotle’s Philosophy (PhD thesis Utrecht, 1952).
Cf. idem, ‘Aristoteles en de eleatische bewegingsantinomieën,’ Tijdschrift voor Filosofie
9 (1947) 171–202.

45 It was only due to an extraordinary political constellation in the House of Commons that
De Rijk was not the President of the Upper Chamber in the 1980s.

46 Plato’s Sophist. A Philosophical Commentary (1986), and Aristotle I–II (2002). The fol-
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Nicholas of Autrecourt (1994), idem (ed.), Giraldus Odonis Opera Philosophica I (1997),
and idem (ed.), Johannes Buridanus. Summulae de demonstrationibus (2001).



tracks: original research, academic teaching, and politics. Being
critical ‘to the inch,’ he has conducted himself as a socially motiv-
ated politician, an inspiring friend, and an exemplary editor and
interpreter.47

His international fame is based on his creative investigations of
medieval semantics and logic and, in particular, on his discovery
of the origins of the logica modernorum. ‘L. M. de Rijk’s Logica
Modernorum [. . .] opened the gates to all subsequent research.’48

‘For the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, De Rijk (1962–1967) is
again invaluable.’49 In 1956, he published his first critical text edition:
the edition of the final logical work – Dialectica – of Abelard, a logi-
cian and philosopher he admires very much. This splendid edition
was followed by an impressive series of crucial text editions.50 His
contributions to the discovery of the origins of the ars obligatoria also
comprise fascinating editions. In Paris, we meet a quite remarkable
collection of three works on obligationes from the second quarter of
the thirteenth century: Tractatus Emmeranus de falsi positione
together with the twin treatise Tractatus Emmeranus de impossibili
positione, and Obligationes Parisienses.51 These works show a kind
of family resemblance and are testimonies to the same academic
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47 See Mansfeld, ‘De Centrale Interfaculteit,’ in De Utrechtse Universiteit 1936–1986, 494, and
Bos, ‘Curriculum vitae’ and bibliography 1947–84 in Bos (ed.), Mediaeval Semantics and
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49 Spade, ‘Recent Research on Medieval Logic,’ Synthese 40 (1979) 7, cf. 5. This volume, edited
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Portugalensis) Tractatus (1972).

51 ‘Some Thirteenth Century Tracts on the Game of Obligation. I: Two Separate Tracts on falsi
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Obligationes Parisienses Found in Oxford, Canon. misc. 281,’ Vivarium 13 (1975) 22–54
(critical edition, ibid., 26–54); idem, ‘Some Thirteenth Century Tracts on the Game of
Obligation. III: The Tract De petitionibus contrariorum, Usually Attributed to William of
Sherwood,’ Vivarium 14 (1976) 26–49. The crowning contribution in this tradition is by De
Rijk’s pupil and Nijmegen successor H. A. G. Braakhuis, ‘The Obligationes of Nicholas of
Paris (?),’ Vivarium 36 (1998) 152–233.



milieu. The historically interesting tract De modo opponendi et
respondendi has to be added to all this.52

The second half of the nineteenth century saw the first newly styled
editions, Cousin and his followers having paved the way. However,
assessing critically the first generations of critical editions is a complex
task accompanied by mixed feelings. Even the concept of criticism
enjoys a complicated biography. Apart from the use of manuscripts
and the issues of spelling and quotations, the editors often corrected
their texts at liberty. Both the Bible and the Bonaventure of the old edi-
tions are the Bible and the Bonaventure of the editors.53 Jacqueline
Hamesse recently formulated what is advisable concerning spelling,
quotations, inventories of manuscripts (also needed in order to solve
authenticity problems), a stemma codicum (if possible), and the criti-
cal apparatus.54 I think it will be absolutely revealing to look at De
Rijk’s editions from 1956 to 2001 in the light of Jacqueline Hamesse’s
pia desideria: all have already been fulfilled already. This fact is a strik-
ing example, because De Rijk’s editions run over forty-five years.
Fortunately, splendid editions appear in many countries, against a
background of a history of textual criticism of two centuries, in the
wake of biblical and classical scholars.

However, De Rijk’s splendid teaching on medieval thought had a
much broader scope than his editorial work suggests. It covered the
whole of medieval philosophy and culture and offered special inter-
pretations of the dynamics of medieval scholasticism and the devel-
opment of theology which, in general, are not found in his critical
editions in English. Trained in classical philology and ancient philoso-
phy De Rijk is very sensitive to the elements of medieval thought
which have no counterpart in ancient philosophy.55 The results of the
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52 L. M. de Rijk, Die mittelalterlichen Traktate De modo opponendi et respondendi, in Beiträge
zur Geschichte der Philosophie und Theologie des Mittelalters NF 17 (1980) 89–95. His
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Ages,’ Franciscan Studies 56 (1998) 173–179 and 184–187. Cf. B. Distelbrink,
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research of the so-called Dutch school, which basically is the De Rijk
school, led to a new interpretation of the nature of medieval logic
and semantics against the background of De Rijk’s approach of the
phenomenon of scholasticism.

15.5.1 The problem of the scholastic method

Within the context of the history of the university, scholasticism is not
restricted to the Middle Ages. In around 1800 the history of refor-
mational scholasticism ended abruptly. In the catholica, scholasticism
continues up to the present, but when and where did scholasticism
arise? On the one hand, it is clear that there was no scholasticism in
antiquity, and, on the other hand, the generations of Garlandus
Compotista, Lanfranc and Anselm were familiar with it. After
the Dark Ages, the scholastic method was already developing in the
tenth century:56 what, however, is meant by ‘scholastic method’? The
scholastic method is a method applied in philosophy and theology
which is characterized, both on the level of research and on the level
of teaching, by the use of an ever recurring system of concepts, dis-
tinctions, definitions, propositional analyses, argumentational tech-
niques, and disputational methods, which had originally been derived
from Aristotelian-Boethian logic, but later on, on a much larger scale,
from indigenous terminist logic

De Rijk’s approach to the phenomenon of scholasticism distinctly
differs from the old Paris and Louvain approaches which view
scholasticism as a total view in terms of the relationship between
reason and faith. On the contrary, De Rijk examined the origins
of scholasticism. In the tenth and eleventh centuries the study of
elementary grammar of medieval Latin went through such a cre-
ative stage that twelfth-century linguistics were already seeing a
mature semantic and syntactical theory of Latin. Theory of language
(grammatica) and logic (dialectica) met. This development of com-
bining logical and grammatical analyses led to one dynamic river of
analytical thinking. Scholastic thought is simply to be characterized
as critical and precise thinking to be developed in the schools
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(scholasticus � scholar) and then maturing as analytical thinking
pur sang. The confluence of grammar and logic in the eleventh and
twelfth centuries created a method of logical and semantic analysis
of language.

At the same time, theology and (canon) law opened their gates to
all these powerful tools. Logical analysis of language especially flour-
ished in theology, starting as sacra pagina. In this period theology
originally was an academic endeavor aimed at interpreting the sacred
pages of Scripture. The contextual approach of the functions of words
in Latin sentences was the cradle of terminist logic: the logic of prop-
erties of terms and the uses of terms in propositions.57

Here, not so much a scientific revolution was at stake, but a revo-
lution of an entire thought form. At the center of this intellectual
storm is ontology.

At the end of the thirteenth century the impact (of typically Christian
ideas) got such a decisive momentum, particularly in the Franciscan
schools, that it fundamentally changed both metaphysics and episte-
mology through the theory of radical contingency of creation.58

Following Gilson, Boehner and Wolter, De Rijk baptized the central
notion of this type of ontology as ‘radical contingency’.59 Bert Roest
puts the change in the development of studies in medieval philosophy
which many scholars of the previous generation brought about in a
wider perspective.

In the field of history of philosophy, it was caused by the logical and
scientific interests of modern scholars such as Jan Pinborg, Norman
Kretzmann, Paul Vignaux and Lambertus de Rijk (main protagonists
of the so-called modern analytical approach). As a result, the picture
of the late medieval period is no longer solely depicted in autumn
colors.60

De Rijk’s discovery of the true origins of the logica modernorum revo-
lutionized researching the dynamics of medieval philosophy. Against
the background of the work of Moody and Boehner, De Rijk,
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Kretzmann, and Pinborg put studying medieval philosophy on a new
foundation, while De Rijk was also familiar with the Paris and Louvain
traditions. He put all this on a new foundation in the Netherlands,
judging by the considerable output of his pupils.61

Due to the initiatives of Gilson and Boehner new contributions on
Duns Scotus’ philosophy poured in from the United States after
World War II.62 In particular, we have to acknowledge the outstand-
ing merits of Wolter’s sustained efforts over more than fifty-five
years to produce a continuous series of interpretative contributions
and translations, culminating in Girard Etzkorn’s and Allan Wolter’s
Questions on the Metaphysics of Aristotle by John Duns Scotus I–II
(1997–98) and Wolter’s John Duns Scotus. A Treatise on Potency
and Act (2000). Allan Bernard Wolter (b.1913) is second to none in
interpreting and translating Duns Scotus throughout the twentieth
century, through an impressive series of works running from his
Boehner dissertation The Transcendentals and Their Function in the
Metaphysics of Duns Scotus (1946) to A Treatise on Potency and Act
(2000).63

De Rijk and the Dutch De Rijk School enabled me to see thirteenth-
century philosophy in a new light. Gilson added the viewpoint of
theological creativity to that of logical and semantic originality and
creativity, although his work foundered on Scotus’ complicated writ-
ings. However, in addition to the important contributions of
Parthenius Minges and Timotheus Barth, only the ‘Boehner-Wolter
School’ supplied a continuous flow of publications on Duns Scotus’
thought. Boehner and his pupils were also instrumental in rehabili-
tating William of Ockham. Moreover, the momentous decision of the
team of Ockham editors in the mid-1980s to edit Duns Scotus’ Opera
Philosophica averted the impending disaster threatening the future
publication of Duns Scotus’ philosophical works (cf. §§3.6.2–3.6.3,
§§3.6.7 and §3.7).
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15.6 ON THE PARADOX OF WESTERN PHILOSOPHY

John Inglis’s discoveries are remarkable. There are continuities and
discontinuities in the understanding medieval philosophy from the
middle of the nineteenth century to the middle of the twentieth
century. The discontinuities are less clear in Inglis’s diagnosis,
because, in general, he leaves aside most liberal and Protestant, atheist
and Marxist authors, but he may have had profound reasons for
doing so. The history of philosophical studies in medieval thought in
the traditionally Catholic countries and neoscholastic circles is fascin-
ating in itself. The success of the Kleutgen-Stöckl model was so
impressive because it fitted in with the Western way of understanding
philosophy and the identity of the theology of the Counter-
Reformation. Modern Enlightenment philosophy departed from the
main patterns of ancient Greek and Roman philosophy which had
also defined the canons of rationality. One adhered to the myth of a
philosophia perennis. Even our teacher Professor De Vogel did so
(§15.5). The presumption of modern philosophy and the theological
duplex ordo way of thinking, operating in terms of the duality of
nature and super nature, fit in with each other. The battle between
Louvain and Paris took place within the same metaphilosophical
parameters, but these parameters belonged also to the identity of the
philosophical culture of the Roman languages speaking countries.
Here again Louvain comes in, because there is another side to
Louvain theology and philosophy, being sensitive to the Augustinian
dimension of Western thought, to Jansenism, Pascal and the
Reformation, to the results of the théologie nouvelle research and De
Lubac.64

15.6.1 The analytical ‘turn’

In her fine book Virtues of the Will, Bonnie Kent observes that
roughly throughout the 1970s and 1980s research in the history of
medieval philosophy turned way from metaphysics and toward prob-
lems of logic, language, physics, and mathematics, ‘away from
“Christian philosophy” and toward less theological concerns; even to
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some extent, away from thirteenth-century thought and toward
fourteenth-century developments.’65 Be this as it may, in the light of
the history of the logica modernorum between the middle of the
twelfth and the middle of the thirteenth centuries, the recent turn in
philosophical medievistics can be seen in an alternative way.
Familiarity with the logica modernorum helps in the reading of sys-
tematic texts of those centuries. The reason is rather simple: by start-
ing with the issues attended to in the logical and semantic turn of
studying medieval philosophy, we start precisely where the medieval
thinkers started themselves, both linguistically and philosophically.66

The riddle of the history of the Western ways of ideas rests on the
problem of the relationship between ancient and medieval ‘philoso-
phy.’ Is medieval philosophy a christianized form of ancient philoso-
phy, slightly tarnished in a Christian way and marked by an essential
continuity with ancient philosophy, or is it an original and indepen-
dent type of philosophy, standing on the didactic shoulders of the old
Greek and Hellenistic philosophers? The modern view on this
dilemma deviates from the medieval view itself. Admittedly, the
medieval view was not a historical one. Its thought was deeply ahis-
torical because of the simple fact that historical thought did not exist
at all before the time of Niebuhr and Ranke.67 However, the modern
view is not historical either in spite of historical research flourishing
at modern universities. The modern view simply ignores the original
and creative impact of the philosophy of the medieval university and,
in particular, of philosophy as it was developed in the medieval fac-
ulties and schools of theology. If such a decisive period in the devel-
opment of Western rationality is ignored, then such a view is rather
arbitrary.

The main mystery of Western philosophy consists of the illegiti-
mate marriage of two paradoxes: the paradox of a rather Christian
interpretation of Greek philosophy as wedded to a rather non-
Christian interpretation of medieval thought. Both lines of interpre-
tation are not correct. The first line is especially popular with Catholic
and secular scholars and thinkers, while the second line is especially
favorite with Protestant scholars. The existence of the AA-line of
medieval thought – the long chain of tradition from Augustine and
Anselm through the Victorines and the mendicant orders to the
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scientific revolutions by Duns Scotus and William of Ockham to
nominalism – refutes the idea of a philosophia perennis. On the con-
trary, Western thought shows two types of philosophy, one created in
antiquity and one in the Middle Ages, and not only one. The paradox
of the traditional approach is mirrored in the characterizations of
Christian philosophical movements like Augustinianism as a kind of
Platonism and Thomism as a kind of Aristotelianism. The most aston-
ishing effect of the traditional approach was the exclusion of Duns
Scotus’ philosophical contributions from the domain of philosophy.
They were only seen to belong to theology, or even only to mysticism
(Mandonnet). Acknowledging the philosophical structure of Duns
Scotus’ thought requires a permanent renewal of the study of the
history of Western philosophy.

John Wippel sees the Condemnations of 1277 as evidence of a
crisis within the Universities of Paris and Oxford over the relations of
faith and reason; both Giles of Rome and Thomas Aquinas, and not
just Siger of Brabant and Boethius of Dacia, were targets of the Paris
condemnations.68 Calvin Normore linked the involved dilemmas
with the general debate between philosophy and Christian theology,
already begun in late antiquity. Late ancient non-Christian philoso-
phy saw Christianity as both irrational and impious, but we may also
point at the philosophical dimension of the theology of the Fathers
and the glorious presence of converted philosophers such as Justin the
Martyr and John Philoponus.

One of the cornerstones of late Greek philosophical ‘theology’ was
the doctrine of the necessary and eternal existence of a kosmos which
was unchanging in its fundamental aspects. Philoponus challenged
every aspect of this picture. In works directed against Proclus and
against Aristotle he insisted on the philosophical respectability of the
position that the world was created in time from nothing by the free
act of a being subject to no necessity.69

This insight results in the nice Normorian phrase that the Condem-
nations of 1277 can be seen as a victory for the ‘Philoponeans,’ who
are simply the representatives of mainstream Western thought in these
centuries. They were convinced, as Thomas Aquinas was not, that the
fundamental structure of Aristotle’s philosophy was wrong. This was
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precisely the point of view of Duns Scotus: since the principles are
mistaken, the conclusions share the same fate (Chapters 10 and 14).

From the start, Gilson rejected Harnack’s theory of a progressive
Hellenization of Christian thought. ‘In this view, the whole body of
Christian dogmas appears as a construction of Greek inspiration
erected upon the soil of the Gospel.’70 According to Gilson,
‘Christianity did not become “a religious philosophy” at all, but, pre-
cisely because it always remained a religion, and the very same religion,
it did become an abundant source of theological and philosophical
speculation’ (ibid.). Philosophy was unable to kill faith; Christianity
does not only save souls, it even saves philosophy. According to
Harnack, the Christian faith lost its case; according to Gilson, it simply
won. However, the possibility of a non-dependent Christian philoso-
phy is hardly defended at all. According to Mandonnet and Van
Steenberghen, there is no need of a specifically Christian philosophy;
according to Barth and Brunner, it is simply impossible. Even more
striking is the fact that, even according to Gilson, there is no Christian
philosophy in its role as an alternative to Greek and Hellenistic phi-
losophy and its modern derivatives. The whole fascinating – Paris and
Louvain – debate on the status and the possibility of Christian philos-
ophy does not recognize the suggestion that the Augustine-Anselm line
of thought and Duns Scotus’ philosophy may be the key to an alterna-
tive view.

The first step to be taken in order to place Duns Scotus’ develop-
ment in its proper perspective is to interpret the archaic ancient world
in a realistic way. Just as theologians usually interpret the world of
the Old Testament in a too Christian way, historians of ancient intel-
lectual Greek culture and philosophy usually look on ancient Greek
philosophia in a too modern and Christian way, and medieval
scholasticism is seen in a too pagan way. Such an approach takes
away the sensitivity needed to spot the special dynamics of the devel-
opment of Western thought.

When we pay attention to the role religion might play in doing phi-
losophy we meet the paradoxical fact that one often assumes that the
Christian faith has to be put in brackets in order to reach rationality,
but that the Greek religion does not endanger rationality. Van
Steenberghen calls the pagan speculations of Neoplatonism ‘purely
rational,’ but the Christian faith does not lead to philosophy
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properly.71 We observe an a-historical application of the Renaissan-
cist pattern of nature and super nature to the history of Western phi-
losophy. We have to subtract super nature in order to arrive at nature.
So, we have to subtract the Christian faith in order to arrive at reason,
but, in the case of the non-Christian Greek religion, we spontaneously
get pure reason in spite of the presence of Greek religion. However,
old Greek religion is no more a path to responsible thinking and ethics
than old Semitic religion is.

When we see that the way of thought of ancient Greek philosophy
simply excludes the Christian innovations of the Middle Ages
between Anselm and Duns Scotus, there are two possible conclusions
to be drawn: either this result demonstrates the utterly irrational
nature of theology, or here we meet the summit of intellectual cre-
ativity, never mind the issue of truth. Ancient Greek and Hellenistic
philosophy did not include the notion of synchronic contingency. The
important branches of ancient philosophy embody the one (possible)
world model and this model excludes both synchronic contingency
and the possible truth of the Christian faith. The non-Christian
philosophers who were acquainted with the Christian faith were quite
clear about this (Celsus, Plotinus, Porphyry). However, not only was
a collision of truth claims at stake, but the formal and logical aspects
of the Greek logos were also shaped by this type of worldview.
Because these aspects were not neutral, the Christian opposition had
to conquer an alternative rationality or lose its case. When we start
to study medieval thought we have to become aware of a continuous
flow of theoretical innovations and discoveries. The story of medieval
philosophy between Augustine and Duns Scotus and his successors is
the story of the birth of a basic alternative: contingency thought
developed by the philosophia christiana in a long process of ongoing
emancipation (see Chapters 4–14).

The present approach starts from De Rijk’s discovery of the origins
of the logica modernorum (in the second quarter of the twelfth
century).72 John Duns was also every inch an Oxford man and he
stood squarely in the international Franciscan movement. In this
world the Parisian headquarters and the Parisian problems and
perspectives were continuously hot news in Oxford. Duns Scotus’
philosophy is the philosophical account of the Christian faith and,
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specifically, the Parisian and Oxonian Condemnations (1277 and
1284), just as Aristotle’s thought is also a philosophical account of
old Greek religiosity.

Two of De Rijk’s viewpoints were especially instrumental in
shaping my approach: we need the trivium treatises in order to
become familiar with the systematic language the theologians utilized
too. Referring to contributions by Gillian Evans on Peter the Chanter
(1982) and by Giusberti on Alan of Lille (1982), Jacobi pointed out
that in the second half of the twelfth century the work of theologians
was powerfully influenced by the procedures characteristic of logic.73

The primary suggestion is: learn the conceptual language of the
trivium subjects for the benefit of reading theological and philosoph-
ical texts. In reading theological texts through these eye glasses a
second eye opener presents itself: the most interesting philosophy is
to be found in the works of the great theologians. Artificially, from
the works of the greatest theologians we are able to abstract an alter-
native philosophy. This procedure is artificial in the way that what we
call the philosophy of Duns Scotus is usually neither called philoso-
phy during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, nor in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, interwoven with theology as it was.
Nevertheless, if the procedure of abstracting is related to the main
subjects of modern systematic philosophy (semantics, logic, episte-
mology, ontology, theory of divine attributes, and so on), we discover
a coherent and comprehensive web of philosophical beliefs, sharply
focusing on new philosophical contents of the thought of these
theologians.

15.6.2 Duns Scotus

In this light, Duns Scotus’ thought is seen as the culmination point of
a general development in the specific new – semantic and logical – key
of synchronic contingency which is not the driving force or central
inspiration of his work, but the tool the whole of the Christian faith
is asking for, if it is understood consistently. The new start provided
by Duns Scotus is not only a fresh beginning for ontology (Kluxen,
Honnefelder), but a fresh start for the whole of systematic philoso-
phy and theology. In fact, it is classic Christian thought in a new the-
oretical key. The greatest thinkers of the Middle Ages were after all
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theologians. They worked with a concept of systematic thought
rather different from what we now acknowledge as systematic
thought. Their concept of theology was rather different from the
Renaissance and Enlightenment concepts of theology. 

Then it is also clear that their concept of philosophy must have
been rather different from what we usually consider philosophy to be.
In all parts of Lectura I–III and Ordinatio I–IV Duns Scotus speaks
as a theologian. However, because many parts of his theology belong
to necessary theology (theologia necessaria), his systematic theology
can be extrapolated in a philosophical way in the modern sense of
‘philosophical’. Revelation creates a new philosophy, because in
medieval thought a specific theological model of thought molds the
conceptual structures of a philosophy which is philosophy in a new
theoretical key. Systematic philosophy shows a scientific revolution.
In the fourteenth century, this approach to epistemological problems
is more and more refined by a subtle criticism of the ancient philo-
sophical theory of knowledge. The evidentialist principle is purged in
many ways. After Scotus the whole of this process was linked with a
specific stress on individuality, self-knowledge, and will as conscious
intellectual endeavor, put in the center of philosophical attention.

This factor is crucial to the theme of ‘Christian philosophy’ elicited
by theological concerns. Seen in this light, ‘Christian philosophy’ is
not an edifying variant of philosophy, to be compared with the
philosophies of a Nietzsche, Bolland, or Jaspers, nor philosophy, still
taken in an absolute sense, corrected and enriched by theological
interventions, but just philosophy. In a nutshell, the theoretical
upshot is very simple: Christian philosophy is just an alternative type
of philosophy, precisely diametrically opposed to the answers of
ancient Greek and Hellenistic philosophia. A parallel phenomenon is
found in the Old Testament religion, diametrically opposed to old
Semitic religions as it is. Once we have a clear idea of the main
common structures of Greek philosophia, we may derive the main
positions of Christian philosophy from those taken by philosophia,
by denying them consistently.
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CHAPTER 16

Philosophy in a new key – extrapolations
and perspectives

16.1 INTRODUCTION

Modern secular philosophy has often objected to theology that
Christianity is loaded with paradoxes. The paradoxical situation of
our Western theoretical culture is that its philosophy is itself a
paradox, for modern philosophy cannot know itself if it ignores its
own history. Apart from the fact that there is flourishing research in
the history of medieval philosophy, general philosophy still widely
ignores the decisive continuity between sixteenth-, seventeenth-, and
eighteenth-century thought, on the one hand, and theology and phil-
osophy in the twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth centuries, on the
other. The effect of this pattern is that the discontinuity between
Western thought at the eighteenth-century universities and philoso-
phy at nineteenth-century universities is usually misunderstood. This
misinterpretation specifically has the result that the medieval way
(via) of Scotism, which was still very important at the universities of
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, plays only a marginal role
in the historical literature on seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
thought.

The outcome is that the great philosophical individuals (Hobbes,
Descartes, Locke, Berkeley, Hume, Leibniz, Wolff) are considered to
be the main figures and that the impact of university philosophy and
theology is somewhat overlooked. ‘Modern students of theology
have often been frequently encouraged to believe that significant theo-
logical thinking is a product of the nineteenth century.’1 Philosophy
students enjoy the same myth. That was the trick of nineteenth-century
academic culture, intensified further by the historical revolution of the
1820s. However, the university of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eigh-
teenth centuries is the updated medieval university – Catholic and
reformational. Scholasticism of the early modern university can only

11 Brian Davies, ‘Series Foreword,’ in Cross, Duns Scotus, vii (vii–x).



be understood in continuity with the history of the learning of the
medieval university, where the main line of contingency-will thought
shines out. Duns Scotus’ philosophy is its rather early culmination
point.

As to Scotus, we have now reached the end of a long journey.
Although we have not paid attention to all the philosophical subjects
Duns Scotus dealt with – for instance, we left out his philosophy of
law and his political and economic philosophy – we have met a long
series of specific contributions.2 When I was preparing Johannes
Duns Scotus, I was continuously struck by the fact that, again and
again, it appeared to me that a very long series of theological dilem-
mas – though not all – had already been solved in principle by Scotus.3

Again and again, Duns Scotus utilizes necessity–contingency based
tools and insights to actualize his problem-solving program. Thus, the
new question arose: might his philosophical contributions enjoy the
same kind of coherence? If so, coherent philosophy would turn out to
be a possibility – in companion with the coherence of theism. Thus
every new chapter and every subject occasioned an exciting adventure:
would this hypothetical point of view substantiate itself, again and
again? Because I was already impressed by the remarkable depth of
coherence of Duns Scotus’ thought, for many years I cherished my
hopes. Nevertheless, this kind of mountaineering was excting and
exacting too. The wonderful view at the top is that Duns Scotus’ life
and works show the same pattern of ongoing emancipation from
ancient thought patterns as medieval thought itself shows in general
(Chapters 1–2 and 14–15). However, we have still not reached the end
of another story. Is this remarkable heritage a possible starting point for
a process of elaborating, improving on and proving of what Duns
Scotus had offered over the years? This last chapter offers comments on
a wide variety of Scotian subjects and theories. These comments look
upon Scotus’ thought as a central focus and ingredient of a main trad-
ition of Western thought, not as an idiosyncratic –ism or movement.

Understanding early modern philosophy cut off from university
training and learning is a rather ahistorical enterprise which blocks
understanding the dynamics of Western thought itself. This also turns
out to be so in the dilemma of the history of medieval philosophy itself
(§16.2). §16.3 deals with some characteristics of Duns Scotus’ oeuvre
and §16.4 with the dilemma of two types of philosophy. The deep
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structure of Duns Scotus’ way of thinking is expounded, both by
explaining some specific terminological points and by reviewing Duns
Scotus’ explanation of contingency (§16.5). A broad range of extrapo-
lations follow: logic and semantics (§16.6), knowledge and proof
(§16.7), the ontology of reality (§16.8), an ethics of dignity and love
(§16.9), and the philosophical theology of God (§16.10), while §16.11
rounds off by looking at the perspective of a philosophia christiana, in
the surprising sense of tenable academic philosophy tout court.
Idealistic qualifications cannot promote philosophy, just as they cannot
promote science. Only results count. What matters is true philosophy.

16.2 THE DILEMMA OF THE HISTORY OF MEDIEVAL PHILOSOPHY

The Parisian approach to medieval thought was a vital moment in the
tradition of studies in medieval philosophy. According to the great
Parisian founders of philosophical medievistics (Cousin, Hauréau,
Renan), Duns Scotus was by no means a philosopher (§15.2). He did
not take part in philosophy, for the position of Duns Scotus and
Ockham demonstrated that the medieval interaction between faith-
based theology and philosophy was doomed to failure. This type of
medieval studies mirrors the starting point of secular nineteenth-
century thought. It influenced the history of medieval philosophy and
also marked the Neothomist approach where Louvain excelled (§15.3).

Certainly, there are splendid fruits to be acknowledged. The
Parisian approach led to the sources and, thanks to the Catholic
rebound, we now have a wealth of fascinating texts in critical and
semi-critical editions. This is a wonderful harvest. The Parisian and
Louvain traditions have been prevalent for a long time in researching
the history of medieval philosophy. They share a fundamental con-
viction: in the Age of Faith, philosophy is only to be found in the trad-
ition of Philosophus. So, the phenomenon of philosophy is marginal
and destined to fail (Paris), or essential and vital but quantitatively
still marginal (Louvain). Their joint impact is paradoxical from the
viewpoint of medieval philosophy itself.

We recognize Comte’s and Cousin’s division of the history of ideas.
After the era of mythology we have the era of theology to be replaced
in due course by philosophy and the sciences. In 1931 Émile Bréhier
gave rise to a fierce debate on the issue of the possibility of Christian
philosophy: Y a-t-il une philosophie chrétienne? Brehier’s personal
answer is a definite no. However, our conceptions of philosophy
and theology are not equipped to do justice directly to medieval
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‘philosophical’ thought (§§15.1–15.3). Thirteenth-century terminol-
ogy is itself quite helpful. The terms philosophia and theologia are not
used in the way they were used in ancient Greek thought and patris-
tic theology, nor in the modern way. Philosophia and theologia do not
indicate subjects or sciences, nor academic professions or faculties,
but ways of thought or ways of ideas. According to both Thomas
Aquinas and Duns Scotus, philosophia was a dated way of thinking,
and it was not only dated but also basically wrong. The future was
not in philosophy. Theologia was the way of thinking of the future,
basically and mainly right (see Chapter 14).

Modern secular thought acknowledges the phenomenon of the-
ology, or is at least acquainted with it, but does not see theology as
philosophy, for theology must be irrational and invalid. It is incom-
patible with Greek philosophy and Enlightenment thought. All these
views are understandable in themselves, but the historian of Western
thought cannot operate reasonably with such a prejudice, because it
excludes the main part of Western thought (800–1800) and its riches.
In fact, it overlooks the main source of philosophical originality,
embodied in the works of the great theologians. However, the paral-
lel answer of important Christian scholars and theologians is even
more remarkable. According to Bréhier, the expression ‘Christian
philosophy’ is a square circle and, for quite different reasons, this
atheological assessment was shared by such different Christian
thinkers as Mandonnet, De Wulf and Van Steenberghen, and Barth
and Brunner and their followers: philosophy and faith are quite dif-
ferent, just as medieval thought tells us. The position of Gilson is even
more striking. According to his oppnents, Gilson was the great
defender of the presence of an alternative Christian medieval philos-
ophy, but he only stressed the fruitful influence of faith and theology
on distinct philosophical theories.4

16.2.1 The case of Duns Scotus’ philosophy

Which authors do historians of medieval philosophy read? Especially,
theologians. Why? From the viewpoint of most modern history of
medieval philosophy, there is no natural answer to this question. That
is a riddle. In fact, most modern philosophers still adhere to some
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variant of the Parisian approach: modern philosophy originated only
in the seventeenth century or during the Renaissance. Medieval
thought is pre-philosophical. So, the ‘Parisian’ approach fails in the
face of Duns Scotus.

Modern interpretations of medieval philosophy get deadlocked if
they collide with Duns Scotus’ philosophy and what is vital to this line
of philosophical development. Acknowledging Duns Scotus and his
philosophical environment as a philosophical power wrecks the trad-
itional ‘modern’ presumption as to what Western philosophy consists
of. The so-called second Augustinian ‘school’ is the environment of
Duns Scotus’ life work, and the whole of eleventh-, twelfth-, and
mainstream thirteenth-century thinking is simply the natural habitat
of this school. The ‘early Dominican school’ was even more volun-
tarist than the ‘early Franciscan school.’

Duns Scotus merely completed temporarily what the Franciscan and
other mendicant thinkers and their predecessors had started with. It is
difficult to understand the philosophical impact of the early contribu-
tions without the contributions of later tradition, delivered at the end
of the thirteenth and the beginning of the fourteenth centuries. It is not
helpful to place Henry of Ghent under the umbrella of fourteenth-
century scholasticism, and the same obtains for Duns who made his
major discoveries around 1297–99. We meet the puzzling situation
that the great antagonists (Mandonnet, Gilson, and Van Steenberghen)
all leave out Henry of Ghent and Duns Scotus in their attempts to
describe and to reconstruct the dynamics of thirteenth-century philos-
ophy and theology.

Such a metaphilosophy does not view the history of philosophy as
a historical and philosophical problem. If history does not embody
truth a priori, the assessment of a philosophical position cannot be
presupposed in a philosophical way in our descriptions. A historian
is not a judge qua historian. Bréhier simply assumed that Duns and
his theoretical outlook were wrong. Of course, an adequate answer
does not lie in the parallel assumption that Duns be right, but Bréhier
and his like forgot that it is unreasonable simply to outlaw a thinker
or a tradition. The traditional approach outlawed the main tradition
of medieval thought.

The issue is a decisive one. The one possible world model of Greek
and Hellenistic philosophy does not yield enough room to the concep-
tual needs of the Christian faith. Early medieval culture had already
rendered harmless much of what was unacceptable to the requirements
of the Christian faith, but Anselm points out new ways, based on
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tradition. The twelfth century saw battle, but both the necessitarian-
ism of John Scottus Eriugene and Abelard’s thesis that it was only the
best possible world God could create are rejected. The line of Hugh of
St Victor and Bernard of Clairvaux becomes the legacy of the
Victorines miraculously bearing fruit in the works of Alexander of
Hales and John of La Rochelle, Bonaventure and Pecham, Henry of
Ghent and Duns Scotus.5

16.3 SOME CHARACTERISTICS OF DUNS SCOTUS’ OEUVRE

The true challenge of Duns Scotus’ philosophical development is
given in the brute fact that his biography itself points to this dilemma.
There is a tension in Western philosophical thought itself which is
mirrored in Duns’ personal decisions and chances. The typical struc-
ture of the medieval university gave birth to two groups of authors
producing two fundamental sets of medieval texts: ‘commentaries’ on
Aristotle’s works, and ‘commentaries’ on Peter Lombard’s Sentences,
because these works were the primary pedagogical tools for the two
major faculties of Europe’s universities and the academic schools
of the religious orders. ‘Students and masters alike were expected to
show their familiarity with and elaborations upon both Aristotle and
the Sentences.’6 Steven Livesey built an admirable biographical data-
base focusing on these two groups of authors and their philosophical
and theological works, and, a few years ago, possessed some 37,000
records covering more than 1,500 commentators including 214
Franciscan authors. When the focus is on Duns and the Franciscans
in contradistinction to scholars of a different background, some illus-
trative comparisons can be offered.7

First, we look at the general pool. ‘Within the wider pool of com-
mentators, 848 (54.9%) commented on the Sentences; 859 (55.6%)
on at least one of Aristotle’s works; and 206 (13.3%) on both the
Sentences and Aristotle’ (ibid.).
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Second, in order to compare the Franciscan authors with the wider
pool of commentators, we look at the Franciscans: ‘Of the 214
Franciscan authors in the database, 170 (82.1%) wrote commentaries
on the Sentences; 83 (40.1%) wrote at least one commentary on one
or more of Aristotle’s works; 46 (22.2%) commented on both the
Sentences and Aristotle’ (ibid.).

Third, 38.6 per cent of all texts of the Franciscan authors are theo-
logical works, against 27.7 percent in the general pool. ‘Similarly,
Franciscans seem to have preferred disputed and quodlibetal ques-
tions (13.7% compared with 6.5% of the general pool). The reverse
of this is the emphasis on Aristotle in the general pool (13.5%) com-
pared to the Franciscan pool (8.6%).’8

Fourth, Duns wrote about eight logical and philosophical works,
discussing problems passed on by the works of Porphyry and
Aristotle. He wrote also about eight theological works, all unfinished.
While the emphasis on Aristotle in the Franciscan pool is the reverse
of this emphasis in the general pool, according to the ratio of 1 : 2,
the proportion of Duns’ emphasis on Aristotle compared to this
emphasis in the Franciscan pool is many times larger.

All Duns’ logical and philosophical works discussing the writings
of Aristotle and Porphyry belong to his first Oxonian period – the
Quaestiones Metaphysicae being the exception to this rule – if we
divide his Oxonian years of writing into two periods: before about
1296 and from about 1296–97 onwards.

Fifth, Duns’ emphasis on Aristotle in terms of the quantity of his
works is matched by the quantity of his works on the Sentences, four
in all. A general characteristic of systematic authors during the cen-
turies of the university focusing on the corpus aristotelicum and on
the Sententiae is mirrored by Duns’ works in a remarkable way. The
two focuses of his oeuvre are works on Aristotle and works on the
Sentences, while Duns also shared the Franciscan preference for dis-
puted and quodlibetal questions.

Sixth, another noticeable aspect of the writings of Duns which
we have had in our possession since 1538 is the absence of biblical
monographs.

Duns Scotus is the primary example of this phenomenon. He was
a magisterial thinker whose early death shocked Europe’s aca-
demic youth and frustrated the development of Western philosophy.
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However, what matters is the philosophical interest the academic youth
of the fourteenth century invested in his legacy. In a sense, it was an
impossible legacy. No work was finished, because of his early death and
his impossible career. A typical example in point is Opus Oxoniense II.
His personal copy showed many lacunae. Because of the intense inter-
est that was taken in it, many scholars then desperately tried to fill in
the lacunae. Fourteenth-century culture was still a manuscript culture.
Duns’ legacy was also a handwritten world and a handwritten world
is complicated. Many interested researchers created their own manu-
scripts. So it was the very philosophical popularity and the enormous
interest Duns intellectual legacy enjoyed which caused the complicated
state of affairs present textual criticism still wrestles with.

It has to be concluded that Duns Scotus embodies the bipolar
tension of medieval theological and philosophical teaching. Within
the context of his studies, he starts with Aristotle and takes him
utterly seriously. In reconstructing systematic theology, he also con-
centrates on eliciting philosophical answers from faith and from theo-
logical viewpoints and dilemmas. This movement from logical and
philosophical answers through theological questions and challenges
to new philosophical answers mirrors the dvelopment of medieval
theology and philosophy. The upshot is exceptional. It was Duns
Scotus himself, standing amid the collision of fides and intellectus,
who contributed most to the articulation of alternative thought.

16.4 THE PHILOSOPHICAL DILEMMA OF TWO PHILOSOPHIES:
IMMUTABILITY IN A NEW KEY

In terms of the history of the ontological theory of immutability there
seem to be two distinct ways of handling the concept. Most literature
on the subject is only familiar with one concept of immutability
according to which immutability and necessity coincide. Thus the
history of the theory of immutability is plagued by distortion. Let us
designate the Aristotelian type of immutability immutability I and the
Scotian type of immutability immutability II. Immutability II presup-
poses contingency and because of the consequences of immutability
I the relevant propositions of the classic doctrine of God on the
immutability of divine knowing and willing must be interpreted in
exactly the reverse way. The systematic dilemma is clear. If a philo-
sophical view subscribes to

(N) All states of affairs are necessary
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one is obliged to accept that there is only one possible world.9

The dilemma of necessitarianism versus contingency ontology has
articulate consequences for developing concepts of (im)mutability.
According to the first and oldest theoretical framework, immutabil-
ity and necessity must be strictly equivalent. If one drops (N), then the
strict equivalence must be canceled. Let us see why all this is so.
Wherever we take a stand in ontology, either holding on to necessi-
tarianism or convinced that such ontologies are inconsistent, we have
to analyze and to compare both

1. If p is necessary, then p is immutable, and
2. If p is immutable, then p is necessary.10

Within the (N) model of only one possible world, everything is neces-
sary and every state of affairs is synchronically necessary. So, if being
necessary is a trait of the factual world, then if anything is necessary,
will it then also be immutable? Because everything is necessary, even
what does in fact change and is changeable, according to a Platonist,
Aristotelian or Neoplatonist worldview necessity in the modern sense
does not entail changelessness. That can only be said of Eleatism. This
paradox can be solved. Although these philosophies are necessitari-
anisms in the modern sense of necessary, they are not familiar with
this notion of necessity. Here, we meet the riddle of the evolu-
tion of knowledge. Key concepts of later developments are to be
applied to earlier theories, although they do not occur in these theor-
ies themselves.

Only the birth of a fundamental rival can give rise to a new kind
of analysis of these old Greek and Hellenistic ways of thought and it
would take many centuries before the philosophia christiana of
medieval thought – and in particular of medieval theology – could
perform this job. Only explicit alternatives can drive away the
bewitchment of absolute naivism. Without relevant alternatives we
may be deeply naive without being able to see it ourselves. Here I only
touch on this intrinsic problem of philosophical description.
Descriptions which restrict themselves to the conceptual systems of
the philosophies to be described give the impression of historical
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meticulousness. Nevertheless, they delude us, because the deep truth
of what is under scrutiny will not be revealed in this way. In terms of
(N), contingency is purely diachronic contingency, that is contingency
which cannot be linked with synchronic contingency. The state of
affairs s is only contingent, if there is a time tm when s does indeed
obtain and a time tn when s does not obtain. Of course, according to
this conceptual structure, stm itself is necessary, but the fact that both
what is immutable and what is changing is necessary, does not mean
that, according to the necessitarian viewpoint itself, the notions of
necessity and immutability do not coincide. Although, according to
this view, changes are necessary – in terms of the synchronic notion
of necessity – they are not in terms of the necessitarian notion of
necessity. In this case, (2) is crucial. If the state of affairs s obtains at
every time t and if proposition p is true at every time t of Actua, then
we have arrived at the necessary always and the necessitarian notion
of necessity precisely amounts to this idea of necessary always.

The alternative option we see at work with Duns Scotus discon-
nects necessarily and always so that always and changeless can also
be linked with contingency. From the outset, it has astonished
thinkers how Duns Scotus could untie absence of change and neces-
sity when Aristotle had linked them very tightly. The Scotian theory
of synchronic contingency is the key to this conceptual puzzle. Duns
Scotus distinguishes between two kinds of contingency: something
is diachronically contingent and something is synchronically
contingent.11 For Duns, diachronic contingency and synchronic con-
tingency go hand in hand; for the rival approach, diachronic contin-
gency excludes synchronic contingency. There is no real contingency
at all.

In this model of contingency, we say that God wills and knows
something contingently, immutably – in the sense of without any
change and eternally. For about half a millennium – between about
1300 and about 1800 – it is characteristic of the theological language
of the doctrine of God that the existence and essence of God are said
to be immutable and necessary, but that God’s acts of knowing and
willing are only said to be immutable – not necessary. However, is this
option consistent? Is it possible that one drops (2) and still adheres to
(1)? And what about dropping both (1) and (2)? How many alterna-
tives are viable if we analyze the possible relationships between
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1. If p is necessary, then p is immutable

and

2. If p is immutable, then p is necessary?

From a purely speculative viewpoint, we may think that both of them
hold or neither, or that only (1) is valid or only (2).12 Both have to be
distinguished clearly from the modern concept of being contingent:

3. It is possible that p and it is possible that –p.

16.5 THE STRUCTURE OF DUNS SCOTUS’ WAY OF THINKING

16.5.1 An analytical explanation of the ‘neutral proposition’

Scotus’s thought marks a turning point in the exercise of ontology. The
originality of many of his theories has ensconced itself among the com-
monplaces of recent history of medieval thought, but confusion still
reigns about exactly what sort of change he brought about. His most
creative innovations are a conceptual minefield. We cannot get at the
heart of this minefield if we stick to describing the web of his positions.
If we directly replace analysis by assessment, we are unfair to what
Duns achieved in his time. Duns Scotus’ way of ideas is basically a
coherent elaboration of the fundamental distinction between contin-
gency and necessity and the necessity and contingency of propositions
and states of affairs. So, God must possess both contingent and nec-
essary knowledge.13 The contingency dimension of reality has to be
reclaimed from entrenched modes of thinking. From an ontological
point of view, reality cannot be one-dimensional nor can personal
activities. So, ontologically, God cannot be one-dimensional. God
would be one-dimensional if He were only to act by his essence and
by his essence-based knowledge. If so, the whole of reality known by
God would be necessary.

Terminological facts may have far-reaching consequences. The
semantical facts that contingent entails being true and that possible
entails being false are understandable enough.14 In general, medieval
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philosophy links contingency with what is the case now (while it shall
not be the case later on) and potency with what is not the case at the
present (while it shall be the case later on). In fact, philosophy is a kind
of extended theory of negation, and theology likewise. Scotus sees
necessitarianism as the root of all philosophical evil. Understandably
enough, he also keeps actual truth as a component of contingency.
Duns Scotus’ theology turns on the thesis that God’s will bestows con-
tingency on reality. This will reigns semantically: if a certain pro-
position p is true contingently, then p is so after (post) an act of God’s
will. When we abstract from this act of the divine will and consider p
before (ante) an act of God’s will, our proposition p lacks both truth
and contingency. According to Duns, there is no contingency to be dis-
cerned in terms of the two first structural moments of divine know-
ledge, but contingency has to be introduced. It is introduced by the will
of God. After the relevant act of God’s will, there is contingency and
since contingency includes truth, there is truth, or falsity. Before the
act of God’s will there is no contingency, but since contingency
includes truth, there is no truth, or falsity, either. So, before the rele-
vant act of God’s will, the propositions known to God are neither true
nor false: they have no truth value at all – propositiones neutrae.15

Conclusion

The theory of the neutral proposition follows from acknowledging
synchronic contingency, including truth, being dependent on God’s
will. Because it is common Christian wisdom that contingent creation
depends on the will of God, Duns’ starting point is understandable
enough. However, this approach leads to a complex network of the-
ories because of the conflation of contingency and truth. This result
sheds new light on the famous issue of a Scotian ontology of possible
worlds. The ontology of possible worlds does not originate with Duns
Scotus; it is precisely the absence of such an ontology which explains
the complicated structure of Duns Scotus’ thought. When we replace
his theory of neutral propositions by an S5–styled ontology of possible
worlds, we can host all of Duns Scotus’ crucial insights and theories
by eliminating in particular his crucial theory of the neutral proposi-
tions which is virtually absent in the history of Scotist studies.

Then, we get the following ontological picture: at the second
structural moment of divine knowledge, God knows the whole of all
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possible worlds. Since He knows all possible states of affairs, He
knows all maximal states of affairs, including the contingent ones.
The vulnerable assumption that God does not know contingencies
apart from the divine will is avoided, and likewise the conflation of
contingency and truth is eliminated. Nevertheless, there is still the
pivotal role of the will of God, because there is no other instance
which is possibly able to select Actua. The two operations of discon-
necting contingency and truth and of introducing the link between
what is actual in any possible world and what is factual in the unique
possible world Actua simplifies the foundations of Duns Scotus’
theory of reality and makes it intelligible and consistent.

Is there a (possible) source of contingency?

When we consider p before an act of God’s will, according to Duns
Scotus, p lacks both truth and contingency. However, this move is an
unhappy one, since truth and contingency are modally different, for
p is contingently true or contingently false – in the modern sense of
contingency, if p is contingent – but the contingency of p itself is nec-
essary.16 Within the Scotian theoretical framework, the analytical
operation of the involved structural moment, namely before divine
volition (ante actum voluntatis divinae), takes away both the truth
value being true and the ontological status of being contingent. The
first – crucial – step is simply right, but the second step is tricky.

In spite of some inadequate terminological aspects, Duns Scotus’
argument that it is God’s will which accounts for contingency is basic-
ally right. Nevertheless, it invites confusion and the history of their
interpretation is a story of confusion, attributing to Duns Scotus
proposals he never made.17 Actual truth can only depend on God’s vol-
untas beneplaciti, but contingency cannot. We face here the dominat-
ing factor of misinterpeting Duns Scotus’ ontology and way of
thought. However, his actualism accounts for his idiosyncratic theory
of neutral propositions: a proposition enjoys no truth value before
divine volition (ante actum voluntatis divinae). So, originally, it has
no truth value at all, which defies the axiom that a proposition is true
or false.18 Scotus is not a Plantingian Platonist.19 Before divine voli-
tion (ante actum voluntatis divinae), there is no articulate ontological
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dimension: it only consists of propositions without any truth value.
God’s intellect is familiar with these neutral propositions and offers
them to the divine will to be filled with truth (or falsity). In sum, Duns’
thesis that God’s will bestows contingency on p is true within its own
terms – Duns does not assert that contingency in the modern sense of
the term can be bestowed on propositions, for necessity cannot be
given contingently.20 If we disconnect contingency and actual truth,
we see that there cannot be a source (causa) of the contingency of
reality. There is no source of the contingency of reality, since contin-
gency itself is a necessary feature of contingent propositions. If not, it
is contingent that something is contingent which is impossible.21

16.5.2 Duns Scotus’ explanation of contingency

It is not difficult to understand the impact of Duns’ statements that
some factors cannot be the source of the contingency of reality. Duns’
first step underlines, of course, that true contingency must be possible.
If the foundations of a way of thought exclude contingency, then the
question where the source of contingency is to be located does not
make any sense.

All causes would necessarily act, if the First Cause acts necessarily.
For this reason, the source of contingency in what there is stems from
the fact that the first Cause acts contingently, and not necessarily.
(Lectura I 39.41)

With Duns Scotus, we often meet this line of argumentation.
Contingency has to be accounted for, but if we try to account for con-
tingency, we lose contingency. So, we have to look for an alternative
account. Arguing the other way around is also typical of Duns Scotus:
we can only account for contingency in such and such a way. We have
to accept this theory. These moves mark the Scotian construction of
logic and semantics, epistemology and proof theory, anthropology
and ethics, ontology and the philosophical doctrine of God.22

God works contingently and the reality of creation is contingent,
but where is the source (causa) of contingency to be located? The
theme of the source of contingency hosts a series of arguments which
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are one by one a reductio ad absurdum. The starting point of these
inferences is this disjunctive proposition:

The source of contingency is either God’s nature, or God’s essence-
based knowledge, or God’s power (potency), or God’s will.

Of course, all divine activity is based on God’s nature, if we under-
stand the involved terms properly. God’s essential properties belong to
God, since they are entailed by his nature. Nevertheless, when we say
that the source of contingency is God’s nature, what is meant is that
the nature of God’s activity follows his nature in the sense that He acts
precisely as his nature is, namely necessarily. This option boils down
to the view that God acts necessarily, because his personal identity
itself is necessary. If the necessity of God’s nature directly determines
his activity and causality, contingency is impossible. According to this
interpretation, God’s nature cannot be the source of contingency.23

The next point is cut from the same cloth. When we say that the
source of contingency is God’s nature-based knowledge, the nature of
God’s knowledge follows his identity so that the whole of God’s
knowledge is necessary. This option again entails the view that every-
thing is necessary. If God’s knowledge is necessary, it structures his
activity in a necessary way. Therefore, this option also entails that con-
tingency is impossible. However, contingency is a fact; so, God’s essen-
tial and necessary knowledge cannot be the source of contingency, just
as simply essence-based activity cannot account for contingency.

The third move is argued for in a different manner:

If another potency is assumed in God, for instance, the executive
potency, it cannot be the source of contingency, for it acts uniformly.
Hence, that potency only produces something if an act of the intellect
and the will precedes.24

So, God’s necessary nature and necessary knowledge cannot explain
contingency and his active potentiality adds nothing to the inner
structure of divine activity, although it adds to God’s deeds. God’s
nature itself, his first-rate necessary knowledge, and his power cannot
be the source of the contingency of reality (see §13.5). So, it must be

Philosophy in a new key 587

23 God acts contingently and it is necessary that He acts contingently. So, the reality of creation
is contingent, for reality depends on the contingent activity of God. For this reason, neces-
sitarianism is wrong. Scotus mainly follows the first strategy. See note 20.

24 Lectura I 39.42. Duns concludes there: ‘Therefore, we have to inquire whether the source of
contingency in what there is stems from the divine intellect or from his will.’ Cf. Ordinatio
I 39.14.



concluded that God’s will is the source of contingency. This elucida-
tion of the basis of Duns’ stance with respect to the origin of contin-
gency is not the end of our story. Although we understand Duns’ mind
working, we have still to face some complications and we do so in
two rounds.

First, we deal with the thesis that contingency has to be explained
philosophically in the sense that a source (causa) has to be indicated –
the source of contingency has to be the will of God. Second, the will
of God is the item involved so that more attention has to be paid to
the issue that God’s knowledge cannot be the source of contingency
(Lectura I 39.41–44).

Contingency does not have its origin in God’s intellect as far as it
presents something to God’s will. Anything God’s intellect knows
before the act of his will, God’s intellect knows p before the act of his
will, God’s intellect knows necessarily.25 In order to understand the
Scotian model of philosophical constructs we have to focus on the
interplay of knowing and willing. In order to understand this inter-
play of knowing and willing we have to realize that Scotus’ actualism
presupposes that an M-modeled (or L-modeled) ontology is respon-
sible for the drive of his thought. What is actually true in the past,
present, and future is seen as contingent, but this contingency is not
discussed apart from its actual truth. Because God’s knowledge
cannot give rise to what is true in the actuality of the past, present,
and future, two substantial consequences follow from this approach:
the first function of knowledge must be necessary and the first func-
tion of knowledge must also precede the fact of a particular truth
value. So, knowledge of particular truth values must be based on
another divine property, namely the will of God. Along these lines,
we understand Duns Scotus’ thesis that contingency is will based.
However, this option has nothing to do with voluntarism and volun-
tarist interpretations are missing the point. Of course, relativizing the
role of the will is likewise missing the point. The crucial role of the
will is related to factual reality, not to contingency as such, for con-
tingency in itself is necessary too (see §16.8). The necessity of con-
tingency is already intelligible on the level of God’s necessary
knowledge, for God knows all possible propositions and, so, He also
knows all possible contingent propositions. The nature of a contin-
gent proposition or state of affairs is not constituted by divine will.
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Duns Scotus solves his dilemmas, elicited by the intrinsic connec-
tion of contingency and factuality in medieval thought, in his own
idiosyncratic way with the help of the theories of the neutral propo-
sition and will-based contingency. We can perfectly sound their
impact and, therefore, rephrase and repair the infelicities of Scotus’
solutions. So, can we accept – in modern terms – his move that God’s
essential knowledge cannot be the source of the contingency of
reality? We cannot do so, since – in modern terms – contingent know-
ledge is not knowledge of Actua qua Actua. Such divine knowledge
knows every possible world in its own actuality, containing contin-
gent states of affairs, without identifying Actua qua Actua. Actualism
cannot account for the accessibility properties of the possible worlds.
Duns accepts N p → p, N p → NN p and M p → NM p. However,
his ontology has no room for reflexive relations and although he
accepts M p → NM p, it has no room for symmetric relations either.
The decisive point of Duns Scotus’ doctrine of God is that God acts
by his knowledge and his will (cf. §16.5.1).

16.6 LOGIC AND SEMANTICS

In spite of the fact that the context of doing logic and semantics had
already changed fundamentally, the early logical writings of John
Duns still offer many ideas and theories which are much more akin
to Aristotelian views than the theological baccalaureus would be pre-
pared to accept a few years later on. In this stage of his development
Duns started from a rather strict idea of the universal in the sense of
a form embodied in matter which accounts for singularity but cannot
be the object of true knowledge. A word signifies the species intelli-
gibilis which is also the object of the knowing mind (see §§4.4–4.6).

Duns Scotus eventually cherished a quite different view of speech
and language. Nouns enjoy a double function. The spoken words are
both signs of outside things and signs of internal thoughts. However,
these functions show a specific priority. The primary function is to
specify things in reality directly. The way he sees the relationship
between words on the one hand and things and thoughts on the other
hand is highly interesting. Spoken words also signify directly mental
concepts.26 So, there is a definite priority of the real over the mental or
conceptual dimension and Duns leaves aside the medieval Aristotelian
preference for the mentalist structure of abstraction.
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The contrast with the Aristotelian type of theory is striking: in this
view spoken terms directly signify mental phenomena and these signs
of the mind directly signify things and facts. The mind is the passive
counterpart of reality and language is mind-dependent in a realist
way. Duns also rejects the view that a word is not a sign of a concept.
Both significations are direct, but the semantic relationship between
speech and reality is the only proper and primary one. Maurer suc-
cinctly filled in a wider context.

St Thomas claims that a general word like ‘man’ directly signifies a
concept and not a reality, for it designates human nature in abstrac-
tion from individual men. Scotus, on the contrary, argues that general
words can directly signify realities, for in his view there are real
common natures.27

We may suggest that Ockham took his lead from Duns, radicalizing
mentalism, while Duns overcame it.

From his point of view, Duns rebuts the old empiricism. A wall or
a window can be experienced in itself; there is no need for them to be
white just as it is now in order to be experienced, but in fact they are
white, although their whiteness at the moment is different from
their whiteness some time ago. In order to be able to say veritably of
both that they are white, I need a third meaning which I impose on
both. Then, what I am saying is still perfectly meaningful and true,
but absolutely annoying to the semantic empiricist whether he be a
medieval or a modern one, because there is no picture or image
(species) of something white we do not see, although the language
involved is perfectly meaningful. Even the meaningfulness of the
famous example ‘golden mountain’ cannot be accounted for accord-
ing to abstractionist lines, because we cannot abstract an image or
picture of a golden mountain from a golden mountain, for golden
mountains are nowhere to be found. However, we can expand the area
of meanings of language by analyzing and combining and thus we are
able to construe meaningful talk of golden mountains and meaningful
talk of God.

The impact is simply to drive out mentalism and abstractionism
from the philosophy of language by starting from the semantic phe-
nomena of words and sentences themselves. Let us frame an example
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in a Scotian vein. I plan to write an article on Scotian semantics.
In the meantime I become so impressed by his semantics that I decide
to change the words and sentences as bricks in the wall of my article
in order to produce a personal contribution to semantics and not a
historical article. There is neither a common idea or picture, nor even
a possible common idea or picture, because the common element is
itself a set of words and sentence meanings. Nevertheless, both arti-
cles form a genre and the genre itself is different from the first kind of
Scotist contributions.

There is no understanding in terms of sense images, but talk in
terms of symbols and nouns is still perfectly meaningful in terms of a
reality-language based approach and Scotus’ theories of concept and
proposition, truth and negation, possibility and relation are necessity-
contingency based theories (§4.12).

Medieval thought has to be read within the broad context of
medieval culture. In particular, the concrete achievements in medieval
logic and semantics have to be understood and explained within the
parameters of their intellectual culture. The culture of medieval intel-
lectuals and scholars is a culture of manuscripts and it is a culture of
auctoritates. Everything comes from a handwritten world and this
handwritten world is a universe of texts. In this vein they ascribe all
good things and all good thinking to the ‘holy’ texts and to the
masters of the past. In logic, they put all good logic to the account of
the father of logic: Aristotle.

The schoolmen of the Middle Ages were too deeply convinced that
they were the perpetuators of a long-standing tradition in which they
lived and which they consciously kept alive. This statement applies to
logic too. [. . .] In their opinion, Aristotle had invented logic as a
science in its basic form, and posterity had only to continue, to
develop and to carry to completion what he had founded.28

Boehner aptly quotes from an anonymous fifteenth-century introduc-
tion to logic – the Copulata tractatuum parvorum logicalium – when
the author rebuts the charge of original invention, for Aristotle has,
in principle, invented the whole body of logic: ‘First it is to be stated
that he [Aristotle] sufficiently completed Logic inasmuch as the being
of logic is concerned.’29
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We meet again this medieval and Renaissance view with Immanuel
Kant.

That logic has already, from the earliest times, proceeded upon this
sure path is evidenced by the fact that since Aristotle it has not
required to retrace a single step. [. . .] It is remarkable also that to
the present day logic has not been able to advance a single step, and
is thus to all appearance a closed and completed body of doctrine.30

De Rijk’s Logica Modernorum I–II simply destroy this view by showing
that the logic of fallacies and the theory of supposition are truly origi-
nal and authentic innovations of twelfth-century logic. Terminist ‘logic
developed as a result of the fact that, to a much greater extent than it
had been done by Abailard and his contemporaries, the proposition
was beginning to be subjected to a strictly linguistic analysis.’31

Medieval logicians and grammarians, theologians and philosophers
continuously poured new wine into old skins. The historical analysis
of medieval philosophy aims to rediscover that these old wine skins
were in fact new ones by removing the ‘history’ fiction of the traditional
self-interpretation. Duns Scotus’ logic and semantics form an ample
illustration of this phenomenon. The logica modernorum not only
comprises the theory of the properties of terms, but also the theory of
the syncategorematic terms and the practical exercise of obligations.32

The impact of Duns Scotus’ semantic and logical theories on the
historical development of these theories is to say goodbye to ‘abstrac-
tionism,’ ‘universalism,’ and ‘factualism’ and their underlying world-
views. We are far away from the logophoric semantics of ancient
philosophy. On the other hand, the formalism of contemporary
approaches in logic and semantics lies at a far distance too. The main
factors are still actualism and the dominance of constants, in the
logical sense of the word. Nevertheless, what Duns has to offer can
easily be restated in modern terms. The innovations are limited in his-
torical detail, but enormous in scope.

In thirteenth-century semantics we may discern the main lines of
two semantic approaches, as Braakhuis has pointed out several times.
Duns is opposed to the ‘empiricist’ criterion of meaning and truth
of all sorts.33 The impact of his approach is to drive out mentalism
and abstractionism by putting language on its own footing, when we
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compare his approach with that of his predecessors William of
Sherwood and Roger Bacon.34 Duns starts from the semantic phe-
nomena of words and sentences in medieval Latin.

16.7 KNOWLEDGE AND PROOF

In Duns Scotus’ thought, the parallelisms of knowledge and necessity
and of thinking and being disappear. The emancipation from ancient
philosophical foundations culminates in his philosophy. Duns elabo-
rates an ontology of contingency and draws the epistemological con-
sequences from it.35 The achievement of critical epistemology in the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries constitutes a paradigm change of
epistemic structures. Epistemological logic is a powerful instrument in
analyzing the concepts of traditional philosophies. Jaakko Hintikka’s
Knowledge and Belief presents an impressive set of techniques in order
to facilitate the analysis of philosophical concepts. A specific epistemic
principle dominates the scene of Hintikka’s epistemological logics, in
particular his logic of knowing:

(C.KK) If a knows that p, then a knows that a knows that p.

I call this principle the epistemic principle of certainty. It also plays
an important role in Hintikka’s historical survey of epistemic logic,36

but there is still another principle dominating traditional thought: the
epistemic principle of necessity:

(C.KN) If a knows that p, then it is necessary that p.37

(C.KN) is as conspicuous by its absence in Hintikka’s piece of the
history of epistemic logic as it is absent in his analysis and evaluation.
It is a dominant feature of the history of epistemology. Ancient Greek
and Hellenistic epistemology is characterized by a specific connection
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between knowledge and necessity: knowledge entails necessity. What
is not necessary cannot be known. Modern philosophy also delivers
ample evidence for the dominance of (C.KN). Only the necessary can
be known. Real knowledge must be knowledge of reality and really
rational knowledge (epistèmè, scientia) can only have necessary
objects. If both principles obtain in a system, the consequences are
far-reaching, since (C.KK) and (C.KN) entail (C.K,NK):

(C.K,NK) If a knows that p, then it is necessary that a knows
that p.38

(C.K,NK) is the more important, since the principle of necessitarianism:

(N) All states of affairs are necessary

can be derived from (C.K,NK), and vice versa.39

The principle of epistemic necessity can be blocked in three ways:
either by dropping (C.KK), by dropping (C.KN), or by dropping
both. Duns Scotus drops (C.KK) as an essential ingredient of the
notion of knowing in Lectura Oxoniensis III 27. There are more
exceptions to subscribing to (C.KK) in the fourteenth century and in
the seventeenth century. In contrast to ancient and modern thought,
medieval theology and philosophy show a wealth of exceptions to
(C.KN). The situation was the more pressing for medieval Christian
thought, for (C.KK) cannot be dropped in the case of divine know-
ledge. The vulnerability of (C.KN) and (N) is crucial for adequate sys-
tematic thought.

Another striking principle of epistemic logic, very characteristic for
Hintikka’s approach, is:

(C.KH) aKq follows from: if p, then q and aKp.
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It is clear from Duns Scotus’s ars obligatoria (§§5.5–5.6) that he also
rejects the Hintikkian approach evidenced in (C.KH).

Dropping (C.KN), (C.KK), and (C.KH) gives free passage to a new
epistemological style. Knowledge of different sorts of contingent
propositions has to be analyzed independently. These patterns also
structure Duns Scotus’ theories of intuitive knowledge and memory.

16.7.1 Time and deductive knowledge

Some propositions are necessary truths in virtue of the meanings of
their terms. Eventually, the certainty of a deductive thesis depends only
on the certainty of self-evidently known principles and the demon-
strative power of the inference. The point of Duns’ analysis is that the
degree of reasonableness of a necessary thesis is not diminished if we
derive it step by step deductively. We may say that we know such a
theorem a priori. Thomas Aquinas and Descartes, Locke, Kant and
Chisholm were in the same epistemic league, subscribing to a logic of
time and time-bound knowledge. Duns Scotus dropped this time-
bound model and disconnected deductivity and time, just as he dis-
connected certainty and time, time and necessity, and knowledge and
necessity. If a type of thought is able to withstand such a tradition, it
must enjoy mighty resources in itself.40

16.7.2 Provability and the hypothesis rule

We have to rewrite the development of Western epistemology in the
light of an ongoing emancipation over centuries, but we may also
amend on some epistemic patterns. We can only understand Scotus’
comment: ‘We are unable to demonstrate that p,’ if we realize that
demonstrations have to start eventually from what is self-evident.
According to Scotian terminology, the self-evident cannot be demon-
strated and the demonstrable cannot be self-evident. However, what
we grant the opponent, we may also grant ourselves. The rule of grant-
ing which the ars obligatoria adheres to is an epistemically democra-
tic rule. We may assume whatever (hypothesis rule), if we are prepared
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to defend it and to try to prove it, possibly from varying starting
points. It is preferable to replace the old self-evidence-demonstration
covenant by the hypothesis rule: standard logic teaches that we may
assume everything if we add the modest comment: hypothesis, and
continue to defend it as well as we may.

16.7.3 Contingent certainty

In contrast to Chisholm’s epistemic assessment of I know that Duns
was called John, I propose to ascribe the epistemic iudicium certain
to this piece of knowledge.41 If this intuitive knowledge lacks the same
certainty that abstractive knowledge has, the reason is that, here,
more epistemic risks have to be coped with. John knows that he is
called John and John knows that Peter is called Peter. Scotus does not
decree a priori that certain kinds of propositions cannot be known
certainly. He assesses them in terms of epistemic risks. John knows
that 1 � 1 = 2, but in the case of John knows that he (John) is
called John we have to overcome more risks. If we overcome them,
then everything is all right, but, from the viewpoint of epistemic
appraisal, the credentials of 1 � 1 = 2 are more easily satisfied than
those of John knows that he is called John and John knows that
Peter is called Peter. I know that Duns was called John is still more
complicated.

16.8 THE ONTOLOGY OF REALITY

In logic at work in the basic conceptual structures of ontology, the
heart of Western philosophy is at stake.42 The history of medieval
thought shows an enormous cultural and philosophical battle (see
Chapters 7 and 14). The riddle is that it seems utterly improbable that
the philosophical newcomer which philosophia christiana was might
win, because the place of philosophical rationality was already taken
by the opponent. We see this historical field of force mirrored in the
fact that the great non-Christian philosophers of the second and third
centuries were not worried at the rise of Christianity and its thought,
if they were interested in it at all. They simply believed that this sad
madness would soon pass away.
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We may think of a cultural analogy: the battle of faith evidenced
by the Old Testament. There, we observe a desperate struggle. We
understand its tension and despair much better when we realize that
the Old Testament is not the fruit of a political and cultural unity,
because the people of the Israelite kingdoms themselves were poly-
theistic. There is no people, no culture, no nation standing behind the
Old Testament. Only the voice of God their Lord stands behind the
Old Testament where we also hear the voice of those who listened to
his voice. Nevertheless, the Old Testament is a historical datum. The
new ways of medieval thinking were excluded by their ancient philo-
sophical alternatives as much as Old Testament faith was excluded by
the polytheistic religions of ancient Palestine.

Nevertheless, the new medieval way of ideas won, but it did not do
so in the same way as the Old Testament won. Schools are no
prophets. In contrast to faith and discipleship, Christian philosophy
is not revealed. The alternative theories of Christian theology and
philosophy are discovered on the basis of faith – fides quaerens intel-
lectum – and within the realm of Revelation, but they are not revealed
themselves. They were invented and developed in a profound process
of emancipation from ancient thought patterns ongoing for centuries
and this ongoing emancipation temporarily culminated in the life
and works of John Duns Scotus who died at the age of forty-two.
Nevertheless, miraculously, it did not fall dead to the ground. The
conceptual structures which his theory of synchronic contingency
embodied and developed were just the elements Christian thought
was desperately in need of in order to be able to integrate hosts of
innovations worked out in the centuries before. It was the master
stroke needed to infuse coherence into the whole fabric.

Duns realized that there was a problem, although there was no
problem at all for Bonaventure and Henry of Ghent. For them, it was
evident that the alternative of Aristotle and Avicenna was inconsistent,
but Duns did not begrudge that the opponent enjoyed his own self-
evident starting point – in the vein of the ars obligatoria. The question
remained whether Aristotle could be beaten. Duns Scotus hesitates,
but he thinks that the Aristotelian option has to yield to the change
argument: there is change, so there is contingency. However, the ahis-
torical way of thinking is playing tricks on Duns when he writes:
‘I argue against the philosophers as follows: some effect is caused con-
tingently in what there is’ (Lectura I 8.256), for contingency and
change have different roles in both models. The philosophers do not
mean by contingency what Duns means by it, as he himself expounds
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extensively in Lectura I 8 and Ordinatio I 8. If we cannot prove that
purely diachronic contingency entails synchronic contingency, then
Duns Scotus’ option does not refute the necessitarian alternative when
we stick to this premiss of diachronic contingency. Of course,
diachronic contingency in its Aristotelian sense excludes synchronic
contingency, since what is diachronically contingent in this sense is in
itself necessary.43 Several courses are open to us in order to decide the
battle. First, we may steer a strict course by attacking fundamental
hypotheses and patterns of thought espoused by the opponent.
Second, we may try to prove the contingency stance by departing from
a premiss the opponent also accepts. The third course consists of
proving directly that the contingency position is reasonable.

16.8.1 The untenability of necessitarianism

Most ancient and modern philosophical systems join the necessitar-
ian club – from Parmenides to Foucault and Hawkins. If we can refute
the logical kernel of the necessitarian position, the philosophical field
of force differs substantially from what most systems claim. We focus
on the necessitarian notion of necessity. The impossibility of this
notion can be shown. If this notion were to hold, then all structural
variability would be excluded. Something can change over time, but
if something does not happen, then it cannot happen. So, accordingly,
the meaning of the symbol of negation boils down to impossibility:

4. If it is not true that p, then it is not possible that p.

However, it is impossible that not only means impossibly. If Duns
Scotus is not a bishop, then this negative fact does not entail the
impossibility of Scotus being a bishop. Many masters of theology
became a bishop in the thirteenth century and their common essen-
tial properties do not exclude becoming a bishop. So, there is the pos-
sibility that Duns Scotus is a bishop and this possibility is not barred
by the fact that he was not. We argue that the fact that he was never
a bishop does not entail that it is impossible for him to be a bishop.

If not entails impossibility and being the case entails necessity, then
p is necessarily true or necessarily false and –p is also necessarily true
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or necessarily false. We may remember the truth tables of non-modal
propositional logic. If necessitarianism were to hold, then only truth
tables containing columns of T(rue) or F(alse) are possible. We are
familiar with the philosophical dilemma whether modal thinking is
acceptable – some philosophers do not think so. However, the neces-
sitarianist is bound to hold that only modal thinking is possible.

Necessitarian conceptual structures not only exclude contingency,
but they also exclude the possibility of contingency. If the possibility
of contingency is excluded, necessity and impossibility are the only
viable modal notions. Then, the conjunctive property not being nec-
essary and not being impossible is an impossible property, although
being necessary and being impossible are acceptable in themselves.
However, if P is an acceptable and possible property, then –P is also
an acceptable and possible property. A transcendent term like being
is a universal term, but this datum does not entail that not being is an
impossible notion. So, according to necessitarian lines, being contin-
gent must be impossible. If necessitarianism is right, the ontological
opposition square collapses and is transformed into a line:

5. necessary * * impossible.

However, contingency itself is a necessary trait of reality. If contingency
itself is not a necessary trait of contingent reality, then it is possible that
it is necessary. However, the necessary cannot be contingent, because it
is as such not contingent, and the contingent cannot be necessary,
because it is as such not necessary.44 If not, the modal opposition
square would collapse into a line and the modal possibility operator M
in Mp would collapse into the modal necessity operator N in Np. On
the one hand, only modal thinking is possible, but, on the other hand,
modal theory formation is impossible. So, we can only conclude that
necessitarianism cannot be maintained. Necessitarianism entails the
impossibility of true contingency, but modal logic demonstrates the
possibility of contingency. The whole of modern elementary logic is
based on contingency and modern elementary logic is taught all over
the world. This logic symbolizes a rare worldwide consensus, but,
intrinsically, it only agrees with types of ontology and theology which
incorporate the Scotian innovations. The possibility of synchronic
contingency is necessary and what is necessary cannot be abolished or
eliminated.
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16.8.2 The untenability of a necessitarian law of M-distribution

Another crucial difference seems to be a tiny one:

N (p → q) → (Np → Nq)

and

(Np → Nq) → N (p → q)

so

N (p → q) ↔ (Np → Nq)

are valid, both in the traditional model of ancient philosophy and in
the new one.

Not only entailments, but also conjunctives show the same pattern:

N (p & q) → (Np & Nq)

and

(Np & Nq) → N (p & q)

so

N (p & q) ↔ (Np & Nq)45

For ancient philosophy, reality is a great chain of being. The great
chain of being not only holds onto the parallelism of thought and
being, but also rests on parallelisms. If laws of distribution hold for
some logical key concepts, they must hold for all. According to these
lines, the possibility operator M is treated in precisely the same way:

M (p & q) ↔ (Mp & Mq)

Indeed, the crucial difference seems to be a tiny one, for

(M1) M (p & q) → (Mp & Mq)

45 On these distribution laws, see Hughes and Cresswell, A New Introduction to Modal Logic,
25–31, where they deal with K, K1, K2, and K3.



is acceptable for everyone.46 So, the only logical space available for
divergence of opinion is to be found in (M2), the converse of (M1):

(M2) (Mp & Mq) → M (p & q)

We have to notice that (M2) fits into the system of necessary diachronic
contingency, because here contingency is enclosed in only one possible
series of events. Real possibilities are possibilities, joined in one and the
same maximal set of events, which is the only possible one.

It is just (M2) which is used by Duns’ opponent in Lectura I 39.89
and 92, Reportatio Parisiensis I 39,47 and Ordinatio I 39.20, in
order to refute his ideas on synchronic contingency. Here, we have
a distinctive difference between two ways of systematic thinking.
(M2) aptly illustrates the big clash of the two philosophies, because
both parties subscribe to (M1) and to the same kind of claim: both
claim that the opponent commits a logical blunder. What is to be
said on

(M2) (Mp & Mq) → M (p & q)

and can this dilemma of two opposite logical claims be decided?
We assume the conjunction: Mp & Mq. Mp yields that there is an

alternative possible world W� which has p. The same goes for Mq
which delivers that there is a possible world W� which contains q.
However, the given does not entail that p and q meet in the same pos-
sible world W�. This conjunction is not excluded, but neither is it
entailed. So, we are not allowed to conclude: M (p & q). It is easily to
be seen why this is so. If we replace q by –p in (M2), then the
antecedent Mp & M–p is perfectly acceptable. Nevertheless, the
consequent is necessarily false, since the contradiction: p & –p is
necessarily false and it is impossible that what is necessarily false is a
possible truth. At this moment, we also comprehend why modern
modal logic does not extend a warm welcome to (M2), for (M2) is
simply inconsistent. So, the necessitarian opponent has been refuted.48
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16.8.3 Diachronic contingency entails synchronic contingency

We have seen that Duns Scotus argued against the philosophers that
some effect is caused contingently in what there is, so (N) must be
false (Lectura I 8.256). However, this argument fails according to
Duns Scotus’ own metholodological principles, for contingency and
change have different meanings in both models and Aristotle does not
grant the decisive premiss Some effect is caused contingently, if con-
tingently is understood along Scotian lines. The philosophers could
not do so, because they were not familiar with the Scotian meaning
of contingent. The Scotian meaning of contingent had not yet been
invented.49 We ask now whether diachronic contingency entails syn-
chronic contingency. We look again at:

1. If p is necessary, then p is immutable.

Is it possible that (1) is shown to be true? If p is necessary, then p is the
case in every possible world W. If p is necessary, then it is also excluded
that –p belongs to any possible world W where p is true. If p and –p
belong to some possible worlds, then we have the conjunction

3. It is possible that p and it is possible that –p.

However, (3) is precisely the definition of what it is to be contingent.
So, if p is necessary, then –p is excluded from any possible world W.
If we accept that p is necessary and that p is true in every possible
world W, it has to be concluded that –p is barred from any possible
world W. So, if p is necessary, then the truth-value of p cannot vary
over other possible worlds and it can neither change in one and the
same possible world. We are bound to:

1. If p is necessary, then p is immutable.

Necessity and diachronic contingency are irreconcilable and, there-
fore, we have arrived at:

6. If p is necessary, then p is not diachronically contingent.

With the help of modus tollens and the elimination of double negation:

7. If p is diachronically contingent, then p is not synchronically
necessary

49 By the same token, we cannot say that Thomas Aquinas rejected the Scotian notion of con-
tingency. We cannot reject what we do not know.



can be deduced from (6). Now, we have arrived at the missing link.
Synchronic contingency can be derived from diachronic contingency,
which is crucial for diachronic necessitarianism:

8. If p is diachronically contingent, then p is synchronically contingent.

We have seen that we cannot drop both (1) and (2), since we are not
allowed to drop (1), but can we drop

2. If p is immutable, then p is necessary

alone? (2) is only valid if (N) is true. However, (N) has been refuted,
so (2) is false. By now, we have also solved the immutability dilemma.

2. If p is immutable, then p is necessary

is not acceptable according to modern logic and the alternative way
of doing ontology.50 Duns Scotus replaced the diachronic framework
of a plurality of times by a synchronic framework of one and the same
time (in eodem tempore) and a full-fledged ontology can be derived
from this move.51

16.8.4 Triumphant contingency

We have to disconnect contingency and actuality – pace Duns Scotus
and the whole of the – old and new – traditions of Christian actual-
ism, because the actual is either necessary or contingent. If what is
actual is not necessary, then it is contingent. We are also able to prove
that, but it is also true that contingency itself is a necessary feature
of both contingent propositions and contingent states of affairs.52

True contingency cannot be abolished. In spite of the limitations of
Duns Scotus’ own theory formation, his auctoritates culture, and its
ahistorical way of ideas, we are able to demonstrate that, in principle,

Philosophy in a new key 603

50 Again, first we have to face a problem of meaning. Both in the Aristotelian tradition and in
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according to the family of contingency ontologies? They are not, since the logic of events
differs from the logic of possibilities.

51 Ordinatio I 39.17 (Opera Omnia VI 420): ‘Et istae duae propositiones verificantur, quia sig-
nificantur attribuere praedicata sua subiecto pro eodem instanti; et hoc quidem verum est,
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52 Let us assume the opposite hypothesis: – (Cp → NCp). If – (Cp → NCp), then Cp & CCp is
possibly true. However, Cp means: Mp & M–p. Therefore: CCp → (MCp & M–Cp). However,
M–Cp → MNp, and the following entailment also holds: MNp → Np. We have arrived at the
conclusion: Cp & Np, which is contradictory, because it entails: –Np & Np. See KN VIII.



his approach is right. We did so by proving that diachronic contin-
gency entails synchronic contingency. So, what ancient philosophy
and the old-Semitic cultures share cannot be true and this impossible
truth entails the Christian point of view. True contingency cannot be
eliminated. The necessitarian coalition – from Parmenides to Foucault
and Hawkins – is not philosophically tenable. Necessitarianism
cannot be true, since it entails the impossibility of true contingency.

16.8.5 The moral of modal thinking

Dropping the diachronic approach to the nature of what happens
boils down to introducing a new and strict concept of the nature
of . . . What happens, happens as such at a certain time. Suppose that
the same event could have happened at another time, then it is evident
that it is not time that determines the ontological identity of that
event. This timely revolution adds up to much more conceptual
changes. If the paradigm changes, then old specific rules disappear
and new rules conquer the stage. New concepts of possibility, con-
tingency, and necessity are introduced. A new logical language arises.
The inference from necessarily to always goes in both models. If only
this entailment holds, we might already surmise that it is not time that
defines structure. If something obtains for every time, it obtains for a
certain time. We may get from this pattern the logical glimpse that
time does not define the nature of nature – in the alternative sense
of nature. Not only the ontological principle of necessity has to be
dropped, but also the principle of plenitude.

If we see that necessitarianism is untenable, Duns Scotus’ philo-
sophical revolution and the conceptual moves contingency thought
requires are now seen in a broader perspective. Disconnecting nature
and time, no matter how strange it might have been to Aristotle’s
sense of logic, is decisive in itself. Disconnecting Being (Sein) and
Time (Zeit) decides the contest between the conceptual structures,
regardless of how odd it might have been to Heidegger’s mind. When,
in contradistinction to Aristotle and to Ecclesiastes, we essentially dis-
tinguish between nature (structure) and time, we drop the model of
the only one possible world. If we leave aside this model, we distin-
guish contingent propositions and states of affairs from necessary
ones while we see that temporally indexing does not change the
logical and ontological status of a proposition or a state of affairs.

The impact of John Duns Scotus’ basic innovations is clear. Duns
Scotus prematurely rounded off what Christian thought had prepared
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in the course of more than a thousand years, rooted in a religious
revolution grounded in Old Testament revelation. Duns Scotus’ way
of doing philosophy shows a wealth of ramifications derived from the
notion of synchroncic contingency. However, he does not have the
concept formation of possible worlds. Therefore, we have to add to
his tools modal logic and the theory of possible worlds. Moreover,
Duns Scotus’ tools have to be enriched and implemented by modern
elementary logic and Georg Cantor’s theory of infinite sets. The
upshot is that the notion of a maximal set of states of affairs is wedded
to the Scotian idea of synchronic contingency. If we drop Duns
Scotus’ tool of the neutral proposition and the actualist weft of his
ontology, we conclude that the philosophical needs of the Anselmian
and Scotian orientation are served best by an S5 modeled ontology.

However, is a possible worlds translation of the synchronic contin-
gency view in reality a valid one? In his excellent The Worlds of
Possibilities (1998), Charles Chihara pays special attention to the onto-
logical realisms of Lewis and Plantinga and to the anti-realist ontology
of Graeme Forbes. Although some philosophers deny any serious role
to the notion of a possible world, David Lewis has defended a rather
robust interpretation of it: possible worlds are concrete totalities,
things of the same sort as the whole actual universe. In addition to this
concrete interpretation of what is meant by possible worlds, there is
also Plantinga’s defense of an abstract view. Chihara’s choice is exquis-
ite, but somewhat misleading too, because the opposition against such
strong realisms as Lewis’s and Plantinga’s and Forbes’s deviation from
them is unfortunate. A more safe starting point is the idea of a maximal
set of states of affairs, in combination with necessary modal truths. It
is preferable to start with necessary truths about Actua as a maximal
set of states of affairs and its S5 styled accessibility, instead of offering
initial speculative intuitions, couched in informal language.

In spite of Chihara’s understandable criticisms of modal realism, his
possible worlds semantics paves the way for a realistic version
of modal realism, based upon Duns Scotus’ notion of synchronic
contingency, which is just logical contingency from the formal point
of view.53 The foundation of such a realistic realism consists of the
insight that the whole of actual reality – Actua – is a maximal set of
states of affairs, including necessary truths. So, Actua is a possible
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world and this truth is a necessary one. However, if what is contin-
gently not true in Actua is not related to Actua, being a maximal set
of states of affairs in terms of possible alternatives, then what is not
true in Actua does not constitute possible alternatives for Actua. Then,
what is not true is impossible and contingency is abolished. Since this
conclusion is necessarily false and is also excluded by what Chihara
himself grants – in company of most other ontologists – one cannot
coherently object to a realistic version of modal realism of possible
worlds – on the basis of the alternatives which are referred to.

16.9 AN ETHICS OF DIGNITY AND LOVE

According to ancient epistemology, only what is necessary is scientific-
ally knowable. Epistèmè is certain and unshakable knowledge of true
things which can only be just as they are. Knowable reality cannot be
otherwise. Only what is necessary can be known. Analogously, only
what is universal can be known. An act-potency framework does not
rehabilitate the individual, nor matter. Just as we have to look for a
rehabilitation of matter in a theology of creation, in the same way we
have to look for regard for the individual in a different corner. When
we read in the Decalogue that God is a jealous God, punishing the chil-
dren for the sins of the fathers to the third and the fourth generation
of those who hate Him, but showing love to a thousand generations
of those who love Him and keep His commandments (Exodus 20: 4),
we may realize that the notion of individuality is far removed from the
ancient mindset. Ezekiel quotes a proverb: ‘The fathers eat sour
grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge’ (Ezekiel 18: 2).

The individual is only born in the fiery proclamation of John the
Baptist that every individual has to start anew, looking for the heav-
enly kingdom, and even this birth is still implicit. Regard for the indi-
vidual is born when a vulnerable and wounded man is only looked
for and cared for in narrative reality, because the merciful and good
Samaritan only existed in the heart and the language of the storyteller.

In terms of the history of the thought of mankind, it is a long way
to Duns Scotus’ ontology of the haecceity of the individual, promoted
to higher ontological glory (see §§11.2–11.4). Ethical dignity pre-
supposes ontological dignity. The ontological hierarchy is turned
upside down: reality is primarily the world of the individuals which
also enjoy common and universal properties. In a sense, the contrasts
between ancient philosophy and philosophy in a new key are lucid
and uncomplicated: the individual enjoys ontological priority. The
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new ethical perspectives are along the same lines. If something a is not
something in itself and by itself, it cannot be appreciated as something
being itself a. If anybody b is not an individual in himself or in herself,
she or he cannot be treated, appreciated, and loved as someone being
just b and b must be somebody in order to be able to be a good b.

16.9.1 The reasonableness of goodness and love

Goodness in terms of will does not belong to the goodness of ‘the law
of nature.’ ‘When we completely leave out the act of will and the intel-
lect of God grasps the terms of those principles, then it grasps the
power and correctness of those principles before an act of will’
(Lectura III 37.13). Basically, a truth is ‘naturally’ true, if it is true in
terms of the intrinsic nature or structure of the proposition involved,
and not in terms of an absolutistic concept of nature derived from cos-
mology. Natural truths are truths which are true in terms of their own
nature and contents. The crucial ethical principles are derived from
philosophical theology in the style of faith searching for understand-
ing. The self-evident basis is constituted by the specific identity or
essence of God’s personal character. Theology is a theology of love.
Analogously, Duns Scotus’ ethics is an ethics of love. Meta-ethics
shows teleological and deontological approaches, naturalist, intuition-
ist, and emotive viewpoints, and command theories, but Duns Scotus’
ethics belongs to a select company. Love for God, neighbor-love and
self-love are connected as tightly as possible. The life of love rests upon
the life and identity of God. Thus, the Anselmian type of goodness is
decisive: the correct goodness is good, because the objective goodness
of the other appeals to us, absorbs us, and invites us to absorb it by
loving it. Ethics can only be based on moral goodness which focuses on
the other who is our neighbor, and the Other, in a contingent world.

There is a shift from the ego to orientation on the other and the
neighbor. Being free is also a central notion of Scotian ethics and
anthropology. Freedom is not primarily freedom from sin. Even
sinning presupposes freedom and so being free in the sense of freedom
based on alternative choices is essential to a person.54 Being free is
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also essential to God being impeccable. The interplay of goodness
and, on the other hand, of contingency and freedom in Scotian ethics
requires a much more elaborate role for deontic logic. Duns Scotus’
ethics focuses on actual goodness, just as his epistemology and ontol-
ogy are dominated by actual truth. However, what is the case is not
only determined by what is the case, but is also constituted by what
can be the case and by what has to be done. Duns Scotus’ point of
view waits for a creative role for deontic logic and deontic ethics,
analogous to the role of renewal the ars obligatoria played in his
theory of demonstration. His theories of goodness and divine will
have to be extended by preferential logics of divine and human willing
and this can be done in a natural way.55

The ontological reorientation of the philosophy of the individual
waits for the crucial role of the dignity of the individual, in search for
understanding, goodness, and love, just as the ontological reorienta-
tion of contingency thought waits for the crucial role of will and
freewill.56

16.10 GOD

O Lord, our God, you have proclaimed yourself to be the first and the
last. Teach your servant to show rationally what he holds with faith
most certain, that you are the first effective agent and most eminent
and the last goal.57

Duns Scotus looks upon himself as a servant, waiting for his master to
teach him in his quality as the most true Doctor (De primo principio
§1.2) who has to be acknowledged as unique, simple, infinite, wise, and
endowed with will (De primo principio, chapter 4). What Duns looks
for mostly is love, for the more we know Him, the more we love Him:

The blessed who know Him more, do love Him more. So, he who is
more acquainted with the mighty deeds of God, is more directed to
praise and to love God.58
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It is a natural perception that love is a basic category of Christian life.
The spiritual world Duns Scotus is at home with radicalized this atti-
tude of love, existentially and theoretically. ‘The disposition by
which God is loved is a theological disposition’ (Ordinatio III 28).
The word Duns uses to express this virtue is caritas (‘charity’), for
‘the disposition by which we hold God to be dear [carus] is called
caritas [charity, love]’ (ibid.). He is dear to us and we are dear to
Him. It is primarily directed towards God and we ought to love our
neighbor and ourselves as well. Worship and faith mark the daily
existence of Duns Scotus. His theology is a theology of love, includ-
ing his philosophical theology. For Duns, such theological demon-
strations are a matter of prayer. There is no skeptical or fideist
dualism of heart and mind, faith and reason. He prays that he shall
believe and he prays that he can prove his faith. Faith and rational
philosophy go hand in hand.

Duns Scotus’ concept of contingency, understood as synchronic
contingency, gives rise to a precise concept of synchronic necessity as
well. Basically, Duns Scotus’ thought is structured by the powerful
distinction between necessary and contingent propositions. In terms
of this basic distinction the young Duns was already distinguishing
between necessary theology and contingent theology:

Not only belongs knowledge of necessary propositions to this doc-
trine, but also knowledge of contingent propositions. Indeed, for the
major part of theology deals with contingent propositions.59

Although the major part of theology consists of contingent proposi-
tions, the dimension of the necessary propositions is the decisive one,
because necessary theology formulates the preconditions of what can
happen and ought to be done in the world of contingency. This struc-
ture is illustrated by an ethical example in Prologus 172 of Duns’
Lectura I–II:

I love God is contingent. Yet there can be a necessary truth about it,
for example, that I must love God above all. This thesis can be proved
as follows: God is the greatest one we can think of. Therefore, He is
most lovable and I ought to love Him most. [. . .] It concerns neces-
sary truths which can be concluded about what is contingent.

In terms of the basic distinction between necessary theology and con-
tingent theology, it is seen that Duns’ theology is a theology of love.
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Reality is open and just as open reality it must be ordered. Ordering
reality requires a center and this center has to be personal, because it
cannot act without knowledge and will. Therefore, the center of con-
tingent reality has to be God. He is not only the ontological, but also
the existential and ethical center. God is the best possible Person and
not loving God is deontically impossible. We ought to love God and
loving God takes pride of place in Scotus’ necessary theology:

I say that to love God above all is an act which follows from a correct
and a priori argument which prescribes that what is best must be
loved most of all. Consequently, it is an act which is right of itself;
nay, it is self-evident that it is right, just as a first principle of ethics is
right. What ought to be loved most of all is nothing but the highest
good, just as nothing but the highest good must intellectually be held
to be true most of all.60

In his philosophical theory of what God is, Duns starts with an
axiomatic basis and in his necessary theology what is valid is either
self-evident, or axiomatic, or a priori and provable. Philosophy and
revelation, logic and faith go hand in glove. We have already met the
proof, a revelation which coincides with Revelation:

This is confirmed by the fact that moral commandments belong to the
law of nature, and, consequently, the commandment: Love the Lord,
your God, and so on, belongs to the law of nature. Therefore, it is
evident that this act is right. It follows from this that there can be a
virtue which directs essentially towards this act, and this virtue is
theological, for it concerns God immediately. (Ibid.)

We ought to love God and this love is a primary preference which can
be proved theoretically, but it is also an existential preference:

The virtue of love is distinct from faith, for its act is one neither of
knowing nor of believing. It is also distinct from hope, for its act is
not one of desiring a good for the lover as far as it fits the lover
himself, but it directs towards its object for its own sake and it would
do so – to assume the impossible – even when its benefit for the lover
were excluded. So, I call this virtue which perfects the will as far as it
appreciates justice: love. (Ibid.)

Because this love of God entails the rule that we ought to love our
neighbor, and to love ourselves as well, it orders the whole of our
behavior on an axiomatic basis. The style is that of Anselm’s

610 The Philosophy of John Duns Scotus

60 Ordinatio III 27 articulus 1 (Wolter, Duns Scotus on the Will and Morality, 424). Cf.
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philosophia christiana. I do not know of a philosophical alternative
which can compete with this option, based on divine and human
love, integrating revelation and philosophy in manner without
compare. Duns Scotus’ proofs of the existence of God brought him
much more fame, but the approach of these masterpieces have to be
integrated into the structure of the whole of his thought. In his phi-
losophy of religion, the task of demonstration is central. So, follow-
ing the basic rules of the ars obligatoria, the opponent states the
starting points. For this reason, the Anselmian style of a God is
the best possible Person philosophy cannot be used. However, the
hypothesis rule of modern theory of argumentation accepts any
assumption, if we are prepared to try to prove anything we assume.
Duns Scotus’ method was extremely polite towards Aristotle and
Avicenna who espoused principles incompatible with his own.
However, we are able to refute Aristotle’s and Avicenna’s necessitar-
ianisms, just as we can refute any kind of necessitarianism adhering
to a one possible world model. On the one hand, we have the crucial
interplay of God’s necessary and contingent knowledge and his nec-
essary and contingent willing; on the other hand, we have an S5-
styled ontology, delivering the fabric for a consistent philosophical
theory of God’s attributes.61

From the time of Lanfranc and Anselm until the last years of the
eighteenth century (Christian Wolff, Christian Crusius, and
Bernhardinus de Moor), the doctrine of God constituted the system-
atic epicenter of Western university thought. The model of Duns
Scotus’ doctrine of God set the agenda for centuries. Later alternative
models – for example, the Nominalist model, the scientia media
model of the great Jesuit thinkers such as Fonseca and Molina, Suarez
and Bellarmine, and the Socinian, Arminian, and Cartesian models –
were all dependent on the Scotist model. Even Spinoza derived his
system from the Reformed doctrine of God by abolishing all shades
of contingency. In particular, the history of Reformed scholasticism
delivers impressive illustrations. In the sixteenth, seventeenth, and
eighteenth centuries, this tradition shows dozens of universities, all
adhering to the Scotist model. Paul Helm suggests that interpreting
Reformed scholasticism does not need the notion of synchronic
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contingency,62 although he grants that ‘God’s knowledge of the con-
tingent must itself be contingent.’63

The modern doctrine of God is beset with paradoxes. I like to
suggest that the systematic alliance of necessity-contingency-based
methods in philosophy and theology can cope with the old and new
dilemmas of philosophical theology. The issue is that we are still in
two minds about doing philosophy and about doing philosophy of
religion, ignoring the consistent reconstruction of Western thought in
its classic tradition and mixing contradictory models of thought. For
many centuries, the doctrine of God was the central area of Western
academic activity. Its creativity is still the hermeneutical key to under-
standing the development of Western philosophy, and not only of the-
ology. It also delivers the key for contributing to the consistency of
philosophy and the coherence of theism.

What matters is a philosophical theology which presents a consis-
tent elaboration of crucial essential and contingent properties of Him
who is the best possible Person, for ever and ever.

16.11 A PERSPECTIVE: PHILOSOPHIA CHRISTIANA

Modern philosophy and modern theology show a bewildering variety
of different movements mostly incompatible with each other. However,
the whole of the history of Western thought presents an alternative to
this confusion. A handful of alternative points of view may be proposed.

1. We have to take account of the whole of the history of Western
thought, including medieval thought.64

2. If we take account of the medieval history of our thought, we dis-
cover that it is not true that there is only one philosophia perennis.
The general idea that we are taught philosophically that something
is such and such is misguided. From a purely historical point of
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62 Helm believes that the main stamp of classic Reformed thought is necessitarian, but the deci-
sive roles of the notion of potentia ad oppositum and the necessity-contingency-based
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63 Helm, ‘Synchronic Contingency,’ ibid., 218. This concession suffices, if we build upon it
consistently.

64 Likewise, we can only explain the plan and the most famous buildings of an old city in the
northern part of Europe, e.g. the city of Dort (NL), from its medieval history, and not from
antiquity.



view, we observe two philosophies: before 1800, we meet the well-
known legacy of archaic thought and ancient Greek, Hellenistic,
and Roman philosophia, on the one hand, and the philosophical
legacy of the Augustinian-Anselmian line culminating in the her-
itage of Duns Scotus’ philosophy and theology, and, since the
Renaissance, a wealth of mixtures of the two main tendencies.

3. The Christian alternative was elicited by theological dilemmas and
solutions. So, we have to undo the separation of philosophy from
theology. This separation is incompatible with the facts of the
history of ideas, because in patristic and, in particular, in medieval
thought theology is the key for discovering the alternative contin-
gency type of philosophy.

4. Only after the fall of scholasticism in around 1800 was philoso-
phy separated from theology. We have to study the previous six
centuries as a whole.

5. At the end of the thirteenth century, Oxford and Duns Scotus come
in. Duns Scotus summarizes and remolds the creative contributions
of the thirteenth century and the upshot of this development is the
hidden fact that Scotus is still a big power in seventeenth-century
philosophy. What is called the consensus philosophorum et theol-
ogorum in the seventeenth century was a way of thought consti-
tuted by systematic innovations which were rooted in the medieval
contingency and will tradition. Originally they were mainly
Scotian.

6. Responsible examination of the whole of Western thought includ-
ing its Christian stages requires that modern philosophy and the-
ology restore the study and analysis of crucial Latin texts which
reach far into the nineteenth century.

7. Western thought cannot overcome its irrational lack of consensus
if it continues to ignore points (1)–(6). If we skip the dualisms
mentioned above, we arrive at a rather different picture of Western
philosophy and theology. An alternative philosophical way of
thought came about during the millennium between about 800
and about 1800.

8. Of course, we also have to start where we are, with the fields of
forces in which we find ourselves, but we also have to redirect
them in the light of the overarching viewpoints inherited from the
Enlightenment before the ‘Enlightenment.’

There are no essential differences between the metaphilosophies of
Jacques Maritain and Gilson. For Gilson, the Christian character of
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much medieval thought is a historical fact, but to Gilson’s mind, phi-
losophy and revelation are still two different worlds apart, although
they are not two ships passing in the night. There is a rational juxta-
position, just as Maritain’s characterization runs: Christian faith
changes the philosopher, but it does not deliver a new philosophy.65

So, there is a profound difference between Maritain and Gilson, on
the one hand, and, on the other, the Christian philosopher Maurice
Blondel who aims at a philosophy which spontaneously agrees with
the Christian faith. The views of Gilson would not satisfy Blondel
according to whom philosophical unrest leads to faith. De Lubac and
Blondel agree and their views are modern counterparts to the ancient
religious thought of Justin the Martyr and Augustine.

Much modern theology considers the nature of Duns Scotus’ phi-
losophy in quite a different way. Traditional theology, which was in
fact based on Scotist innovations, is seen as a kind of determinism.
Pinnock sensed that parallel shifts of interpretation had taken place in
Dutch Reformed circles during the middle of the twentieth century.66

The main point is that, on the hermeneutical level, classic Reformed
doctrine is interpreted along determinist lines. However, the determin-
ist interpretation of Reformed scholasticism is a rather modern phe-
nomenon.67 Nineteenth-century orthodox theology furiously rejected
liberal dogmatics, but adopted the determinist interpretation of
Reformational scholasticism developed by the first-generation analysts
of the historical revolution. The history of the concept of immutability
shows what was taking place. There was hardly any Protestant deter-
minist theology and philosophy before 1800. The consequences of not
being familiar with the main lines of classic theology wedded to phi-
losophy are rather serious, because it leads to mistaken pictures of early
modern Western thought. By misinterpreting our heritage, theology
and philosophy become haunted houses. If we are unable to draw from
tradition we suffer from weaker alternatives.
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65 See Maritain, De la philosophie chrétienne, and idem, ‘De la notion de la philosophie chrét-
ienne,’ Revue Néo-scolastique 43 (1932) 153–186. On the debate of the 1930s, see Renard,
La querelle sur la possibilité de la philosophie chrétienne.
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16.11.1 Old Testament faith

We have to free ourselves from contemporary polarizations by taking
seriously what has already happened. Historical alternatives of think-
ing, feeling, and willing have been developing so that things can
no longer be the same. The history of mankind is basically a story of
David and Goliath. The Old Testament is a book written in a culture
which was diametrically opposed to it. In a sense, it is a book without
an author. For this reason, it is called the Word of God. In terms of
purely historical understanding, we cannot understand the birth of
the Old Testament and its faith, apart from its own confession: The
Word of the Lord came to me. Nevertheless, we have the book in our
possession, although there is no simple cultural explanation of the
Old Testament and its faith. It is a tremendous historical fact, because
it embodies a way of life entirely excluded by the ways of life mankind
was familiar with before. It was the faith of a lonely community
which made no idols, in contrast to the majority of the nation. Their
heaven was no place of bearing and birth. They did not write cos-
mogonic and theogonic myths. They believed in the Creator of heaven
and earth. He who has no beginning guides the history of salvation
and our everyday life. We become the more aware of the unimagin-
able differences between the Old Testament and its historical back-
ground when we realize that most old-Israelite believers were
convinced that the Fall of Jerusalem at the beginning of the sixth
century BC was caused by neglecting the worship of the goddess
Astarte and her friends. Serving the one true God is simply unimagin-
able to the pre-Old Testament believer. Although it is an impossible
possibility, this faith was generally accepted in the Israelite life of the
Persian period, and, of course, in Jesus’ time.

16.11.2 New Testament faith

The New Testament and the early Church tell the same kind of story.
Rediscovering the true impact of the great past of an ongoing eman-
cipation over thousands of years on the basis of the entire tradition
of Western thought and of a long-standing tradition of biblical and
Christian faith simply amounts to discovering what the philosophical
translation is of the mysterious fruits of Revelation, introducing itself
into worlds which were only able to look upon it as madness. This
madness was the cradle of a new way of life elicited by a profound
process of conversion leading to a new way of thinking. The Church



broke into the ancient world with an impossible Gospel. To the mind
of the ancient philosophers, this Gospel was sheer madness. However,
this madness (Paul) gave rise to a new way of thought opposed to old
Greek religion and ancient philosophy as well. It was a faith which
created a new type of understanding by searching for understanding.

16.11.3 Christian philosophy

According to Greek thought, the order and the logical that is not per-
sonal is higher than what is personal. Fate is above the gods and the
tragic reigns. Biblical faith does not know of the phenomenon of fate,
rising higher than God, and does not accept the tragic. Creation belief
is incompatible with both Greek religion and philosophy, but Christian
thought is creation thought. Even the Platonist kosmos noètos is seen
as creation. It is just the other way around: God is necessary and cre-
ation is contingent. The necessity of God and the Logos (the Gospel
of John) absorbs what is necessary and sets the world and human
existence free. In this process of Umwertung aller Werte, contingency
replaces necessity, freedom replaces fate and determinism, the individ-
ual is rehabilitated and universals turn out to be properties and, even-
tually, matter does matter. Language and thought are decosmologized
and ethics and anthropology turn around divine presence, for man is
an image of God who creates his own image in the Man of sorrows.

From the logical point of view, these matters religious look simple:
from the viewpoint of coherence, the Old Testament is easily under-
stood simply by denying the main positions of Canaanite polytheism.
In a parallel way, Christian philosophy is just the opposite of non-
Christian ancient philosophy. However, historical matters tell us a
complicated story and the story is drama, just as the history of physics
is more complicated than physics itself.

David beats Goliath and this process of conversion and emancipa-
tion from old thought patterns leads to a newly styled life and a newly
styled thinking, uniquely represented by the philosophy of John Duns
Scotus, following the footsteps of il poverello.
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