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Abstract
Form, Significance, and Speculative Grammar
by
James Kelly
Contemporary philosophers continue to try to re-

solve problems concerning the relations between language
and reality and between language and the mind. In the
fourteenth century, a group of grammarians known as the
Modistae tried to write universal or speculative grammars.
Ockham and his successors pushed these works into oblivion,
but there is some merit in their effort to develop a uni-
fied theory of signification. John Poinsot, a seventeenth
century commentator on Aquinas, interprets signification
within the metaphysic: . category of relation. In this way,
he tried to eliminate confusion introduced by the Modistae,
while he continues their effort to interpret language in
the light of the scholastic understanding of matter and
form.

Scholastic philosophers interpret knowledge as a
correspondence between mind and thing. The truth of a
proposition (spoken or written) depends also on correspond-
ence. Some logicians have attempted to describe an element-
by~-element correspondence between language and the world.
For the Modistae, substances are the individual subsisting
realities populating the universe. The Modist grammarians

uphold the doctrine that the universal, while itself an
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individual, represents many individuals. They treat
grammatical categories as dependent on metaphysical cate-
gories; the distinctions among the parts of speech enable
the different parts of speech to express different aspects
of substances. The parts of speech most closely related to
substance have the most significance. In fact, the Modistae
speak of words as if the words were themselves substances,
and as if grammatical features (tense, case, number) were
accidents inhering in these substances. To interpret words
as substances is an extreme step, but it should be pointed
out that this step resembles proposals in more recent works
(e.g., Wittgenstein's logical simples in his Tractatus).
The notion of form is crucial to this effort. The Modistae
distinguish between the mode of being, the mode of knowing,
and the mode of understanding. The form (that is, the
intelligible component to be contrasted with matter) can
exist in the thing, in the mind, and in the word signifying
the thing.

These grammarians argue, then, that the correspondence
between a proposition and a state of affairs results from
the correspondence between the parts of the propositions
and substances or aspects of substances. Each noun or
adjective corresponds to a substance, and the other parts
of speech somehow describe or modify substance. Ockham
and others treat the proposition as an artifice and a
complex which may or may not correspond to a real situation.
However, they contend that the parts of the proposition have

a strictly conventional relation to real things. In fact,
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Ockam warns of the danger of attributing to signs properties
which belong to what is signified. That is, he criticizes
the tendency to treat words as if they were substance.

John Poinsot more successfully carries on the work
begun by the Modistae. He takes Ockham's critical objections
into account, but he tries to show the proper place of signs
and signification within the metaphysical categories. He
argues that the concept has a real relation to the thing
known, while the spoken or written word has only a relation
of reason to the thing signified. Finally, his treatment
of analogy indicates that the notion of form cannot by itself
be the basis for a full theory of signification.

Not surprisingly, disputes about signification
roughly paralleldifferences regarding the universal. The
Modistae, the Ockhamists, and John Poinsot develop a
grammatical realism, nominalism, and conceptualism. John
Poinsot settles some of the problems found in the earlier
writers by providing further inquiry into the nature of
logic and into the validity of Ockhamist positions regarding

the universal.
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INTRODUCTION

Questions regarding language have puzzled and
intrigued many philosophers. First, what does the nature
of language indicate about the mental capacities of man -
did men gradually develop language, or have men always
spoken? Do the limitations of language set bounds for the
capacity to understand real things, or do they merely re-
flect this limited capacity? Second, philosophers have
sought to clarify the relations between language and the
world. Do basic, unanalyzable elements appear in extra-
mental reality as well as in language? Does grammatical
structure parallel the real structure of the world? Do
language and the world relate to one another through the
agency of the mind? How does language differ from, how
does it resemble other forms of human behavior? Third,
philosophers have compared and contrasted language with
other kinds of representation. Recent writings have dis-
credited a description of language called the "picture
theory". Many writers have distinguished between sign
and symbol. In the last century, some logicians and
mathematicians developed artificial languages and tried
to relate new notation and the entire new logic to
mathematics. I would like to describe and analyze a

medieval effort to answer systematically some of the
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questions mentioned above; this introduction simply sets
forth several alternative response to these questions and
sketches briefly the structure of my argument.

In discussing medieval thought, historians often
emphasize Porphyry's three questions regarding the
universal: 1) Are universals subsistent realities or do
they exist only in the mind? 2) If they exist, are they
corporeal or incorpeal? and 3) If they are incorporeal, do
they ever exist by themselves, or do they only exist in
conjunction with material things? 'Realism', in this con-
text, refers to the attribution of reality to the universals.
Extreme realists attribute to universals an independent
existence, apart from distinct individuals;2 moderate
realists affirm that they exist in the mind and have a
foundation in reality. Nominalists, finally, deny any reality
to the universals. Augustine was an extreme realist; Abelard
and Aquinas were moderate realists; Nicholas of Autrecourt
was a nominalist. Whether William of Ockham was a moderate
realist or a nominalist is disputed.

Questions concerning language relate closely to the
problem of universals, and three distinct perspectives on
language roughly parallel the three positions on the
universals. The Modists, grammarians and logicians of the
late thirteenth century, developed a grammatical realism,
holding that intelligible form appears under different
modes--the mode of being, the mode of understanding, and

the mode of signifying--in a real thing, in a concept of
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that thing, and in a word referring to that thing. The

Modists (as realists) take the intelligible form to exist

in the spoken or written word. This links language closely
to the mind and to the world, thus opening up- the possi-
bility of a universal grammar holding for all languages.

The Modists defend this possibility on the basis of 1) the
metaphysical structure of the world which puts restraints

on any possible grammar, and 2) the process of knowledge

and signification common to all men. This universal and
necessary grammar would satisfy the Aristotelian definition
of science. The metaphysical structure of reality does not
completely determine language, say the Modists, but language
must conform rather closely to this in order to fulfill its
purpose of expressing that structure. The Modists apply
Aristotle's metaphysics to Priscian's grammaxr, but the very
effort suggests neo-Platonic influence. Many Aristotelians,
Thomas Aquinas and Ockham among them, would not treat words
as substances; that is, they would not attribute a distinct
form to each word as they would to a substance. The Modists,
having discovered the possibility of an Aristotelian explana-
tion of signification, neglect puzzles or paradoxes result-
ing from language. The Modists come closest of these three
alternatives to a picture theory of language, though they
never explicitly affirm one. In their view, the mind
connects the material sign with the concept, which is an
image of the thing. 1In doing so, the mind makes the spoken

word likewise an image of the thing, since the spoken or
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written word attaches to the same form abstracted by the
mind from the thing.

William of Ockham, the controversial and influential
fourteenth century logician, reacted strongly against ex-
treme realism. Ockham's grammatical nominalism begins from
the common distinction between natural and conventional
signs and concedes that the concept is a natural sign for
a substance. The mind knows an entity in its judgment,
but the universal itself is not an entity, nor is the form
an entity. Ockham rejects traces of neo-Platonism he finds
in other late scholastic philosophers. The form cannot be
a subsistent Idea. Since it is not a separate entity, the
form cannot appear under different modes, as a substance
might appear with different qualities. Duns Scotus and
others, says Ockham, confuse properties of signs with
properties of things. Science concerns real things, while
logic studies the intentions of the mind. Hence, logic is
not a science; a fortiori, grammar is not a science. 1Its
object of study is non-substantial and hence lacks permanent
qualities. Conventions can change. An inner language uses
signs to represent real things, but spoken or written
language cannot represent this adequately. The immaterial
concept naturally signifies the object of science (that is,
the object of true and certain knowledge), but the spoken
or written word does so only conventionally . Language
expresses metaphysical truths but can easily mislead men
about these truths. Later Ockhamists take up these

difficulties and carry them to a tortuous extreme. Ockham
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thus agrees that the word is an effect of the mind but does
not agree that the mind can attach the material sign to

a true form, since the universal is neither an entity nor
an accident outside the mind. He denies, in fact, that the
metaphysical categories other than substance and accident
are important; ihey can be reduced to the first two.

John Poinsot, a late sixteenth century philosopher,
renews the effort begun by the Modists to study the character
of signification. Poinsot offers a defense of some of the
Modist positions, presenting what could be called a moderate
grammatical realism. Grammar as such cannot be science, says
John, but the science of logic considers the nature of
signification, and he incorporates part of the modist dis-
cussion of signs into logic, affirming *fagainst Ockham) that
logic is a true science. True, it concerns second-order
realities (concepts, judgments, reasoning) and not substance,
but it is nevertheless a body of certain knowledge, and that
knowledge reaches not only the facts but the causes of the
facts as well.

The Modists correctly seek, says John, to use the
metaphysical notion of form in explaining signification.

But the Modists deal: loosely and inaccurately with the meta-
physical issues. The concept, or natural sign, has a real
relation to what it signifies. The spoken or written word,

a conventional sign, has only a relation of reason to what

it signifies. The real relation of the concept to the thing
cannot establish another real relation between its material

counterpart (spoken or written) and the thing. Conclusions
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about the concept and its existence provide the basis for
a theory of signification. A word spoken in a particular
language, signifying as it does by human institution, cannot
provide the foundation for a true science.

John takes a position intermediate between the Modists
and Ockham. The concept naturally signifies a real thing,
because it is an (immaterial) image of the thing. The
spoken or written word, being material, cannot do this.

By convention, it can call to mind a concept, but this power
belongs to it by human institution and not by nature. The
same form does not appear in the concept and in the material
sign (differing, the Modists suggest, only in mode); rather,
the conven” ‘onal sign simply refers to that form. Smoke
calls to mind fire, but it does not represent fire; there

is a kind of opagque signification here. A bust of Rodin

represents Rodin; The Thinker may remind one of him, but it

does not represent him as his own image does.

When does one commit the fallacy of figure of speech?
That is, when does one attribute features of the representative
to the thing represented? The Modists deal very little with
this question. They recognize that a grammatical form may
have a misleading appearance (for example, 'Athens' seems
plural). However, their theory suggests that all existing
things participate to a greater or lesser extent in
intelligible forms and that dependent beings (such as words)
participate also. This implies further that knowledge of

the forms illuminates all other beings and reveals a



multitude of connections between them. In fact, the
modists' neo-Platonic approach to language involves
attributing causality first and foremost to the forms
themselves. These beings will necessarily shape both con-
ception and signification. A contemporary version of this
view might affirm that the state of affairs (rather than
the mind) principally causes both knowledge and expression.
A logical formula is thus an entity which may be realized
in understanding and expression.

Ockham obviously disagrees. The mind truly knows
things, but it apprehends them part. by part. Men under-
stand in a limited fashion, certainly not penetrating things
with an intuitive intelligence (as, for example, the
separate substances do). In the Platonic or realist view,
men would directly apprehend immaterial forms. Knowledge
of forms with wider extension, for such Platonists,
illuminates the narrower concepts. For Ockham, the act of
judgment bears on existing individuals, not on forms. Men
know species (that is, individuals of the same kind) by
examination of individual members of that species and
abstraction from them. Forms or concepts are signs through
which men know real things. The logician distinguishes
features of the signs from features of the things. The
metaphysician realizes that the world consists of substances
(which have their existence in themselves) and accidents
(which exist in the substances). All other categories reduce

to these two. In Ockham's wview, the neo-Platonist often
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errs by "figure of speech." An example of this is precisely
the effort to found a science of signs (e.g., logic and,

a fortiori, speculative grammar).

For Poinsot, the natural sign (or concept) leads to
knowledge of its object. It represents the object as a true
image, though having only intelligible existence (or
existence in the mind), not real existence. As an immaterial
representative, it has no misleading particularities to
beguile the mind. A man primarily grasps the thing through
the concept and only secondarily reflects on the means by
which he knows. Of course, the instrumental sign--the
meaningful material sign—;lacks this real relation to its
object. Its characteristics can mislead the mind, if the
mind attributes them to the things known. An affirmative
judgment unites what the mind has found united and then has
analyzed into parts. The mind breaks down the unity (or
form of a real substance, then affirms that unity in judg-
ment. Language expresses the judgment by joining a term
which stands for a substance with some other term or terms
which say something of the substance. The individual terms
do not necessarily represent individual beings, nor do their
grammatical relations necessarily parallel real relations.

These three perspectives differ, then, on the
degree of reality to be attributed to the form (particularly
as form might be expressed in..a mental or vocal word) and
on the resemblance of the word to what it represents. The

Modists contend that the same form appears in the verbhal
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expression that appears in the entity. The outer word thus
depends on the concept (or inner word), but enjoys the same
relation with the things as the concept. For Ockham, the
outer word has only a relation of reason to the thing, while
the mental word has a real relation. However, the form is
not an entity, and so it cannot support accidents, among
which would be the various modes. John Poinsot concedes
that the difference between mental and vocal word is
crucial, but he holds that the mental word is a natural
sign of the real thing and expresses the abstracted form
of the real thing. Of course, the two points relate to
one another; the use of 'form' suggests that the inner or
outer word is (or expresses) an image of the real entity.

The Modist grammarians and John Poinsot take for
granted many points which contemporary writers might dis-
pute. They do not, for example, try to prove the existence
of mind or its radical distinction from matter. Neverthe-
less, this group attempts to structure grammar in agreement
with the metaphysical constitution of things. The structure
of our discussion of beings, they say, must somehow
parallel the existing order of beings. The distinct parts
of speech must capture distinct aspects of reality. Mind
(or reason, ratio) uses language to express truths about
an independent, intelligible order. This instrument may
mislead the mind, but it serves well when one takes the
proper precauvtions. Language is at the same time natural

and conventional; the laws of logic determine all valid
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reasoning, but particular rules of grammar differ from
language to language. Mind naturally conforms itself to
what it knows, then expresses this knowledge. 1Its conception
(what the scholastic philosophers call the inner word) then
may find material expression. Verbal representation relies
more than pictorial representation on convention. For the
Modists, the notion of form illuminates the relationship
between the world, mind, and language.

This introduction opens up a broad range of questions
regarding language, but my interest focuses on the Modists!
strategy. Questions arise concerning their epistemological
views - why must mental existence parallel real existence?
Do Aristotle's metaphysical categories reflect real
divisions and distinctions in things? Why should the concept
and the spoken or written word be considered parallel as
the distinction between inner and outer word suggests?

What makes it possible to write theoretical or speculative
grammar; that is, from what principles can someone deduce
a particular grammar? The Modists do not question the
scholastic hierarchical order of being. They accept un-
critically Aristotle's view that the same principle of
intelligibility (that is, form) appears in physical beings
and in explanations of physical beings. They seek a
speculative grammar because Priscian's grammar does not
carry the analysis of language to underlying causes. By
supplying this deficiency from Aristotelian theory, they

attempt a truly scientific (that is, explanatory) theory

of language.
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The Modists specifically address certain of these
questions; they omit others directly related to their
theory. Ockham raises objections to their approach, and
Poinsot attempts to refute some of Ockham's positions con-
cerning knowledge. What motivates the crucial distinction
between the three modes - the modes of being, the mode of
understanding, and the mode of signifying? Why should form
in the spoken or written word exactly parallel form in the
concept? The spoken or written word joins form to matter,
while the act of knowledge separates (abstracts) the form
from matter. Since Aristotle builds his metaphysics around
substance, his theory seems incompatible with applying
"matter" and 'form' to words, which are not Aristotelian
substances. And is it not confusing to speak of the matter
and form of the sentence, as well as the matter and form of
the individual word? If the Modists can deduce the first
principles of grammar from metaphysics, why do particular
languages differ so greatly from one another? Ockham (in
Moody's interpretation, a true Aristotelian) asks this -
science begins with the universal, which is not itself a
substance, but rather than through which substances are
known. The study of the universal and its properties is
logic, an introduction to science but not itself a science.
How then can the study of words (conventional signs standing
for universals or aspects of universals) be a science?
This is a first question which the modists must answer -

how can form appear under so many guises?
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Ockham's objections and criticisms point out much
that is mistaken in Modist grammar. If logic falls before
his criticism to the level of an introduction to science,
the other sciences of discourse will also fall. These
difficulties lead into John Poinsot's discussion. He
addresses himself to "nominalist" objectiohs, contending
that logic itself is both an introduction to science and
a distinct science. John Poinsot addresses some questions
neglected by the Modists, questions concerning the sound-
ness of their enterprise. Given Ockham's criticism, can
there be a science of signs? In what metaphysical category
(substance, accident, relation) do signs belong? Many
concepts are fictions (that is, products of reason not
directly derived from real beings). Can words, then, relate
closely to real things, since their own existence is
parasitical on the existence of concepts? John Poinsot
attempts to answer these questions concerning the philosophic
foundations of Modist grammar. The sober, balanced work of
a patient Thomist, his logic methodically examines questions
of language and knowledge. His discussion of the categories,
of signs, and particularly of relations, provides philosophic
support for a theory of signs such as the Modists had begun
to develop.

Critics of the Modists directed unsparing attacks
toward them. The Ockhamists and Renaissance grammarians
found evident weaknesses in these views, though they differ
radically in their approach to these questions. Ockhamists

attacked the unnecessary multiplication of entities.
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Philosophers can analyze understanding and communication,
they argue, without any appeal to mysterious "modes". Such
effort to convert conventional rules into a science simply
engenders confusion. Renaissance writers group the Modists
with hair-splitting dialecticians; these writers, they say,
expand the introductory disciplines of grammar and logic
into full-scale speculative science. Preoccupation with
possible error and ambiguity obstructs introduction to the
classics. The dull, wnimaginative writing of the Modists
reflects, these writers contend, the narrowness of their
education.

Historians of linguistics often accept one or the
other of these negative perspectives. However, John
Poinsot's logical work supports the possibility of a theory
of signs, distinct from grammar and appearing within logic.
His work--unique in combining an appreciation for scholastic
thought, a deep concern for questions of language, and a
familiarity with Ockhamist criticism-=-confronts the three
issues of major concern: l) the basis for language in the
world, 2) the basis for language in mind, and 3) the nature
of the linguistic representation.

This study developed from the observation that the
Modist grammarians made the principal effort to apply
thoroughly and methodically the Aristotelian notion of form
to language. Some contend that history awarded the Modists
a well-deserved oblivion, but the difficulties and implaus-

ibities of mechanical behaviorist explanations of language
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(so much undermined by contemporary linguistics) encourage
re-examination of older theories, especially theories
developed by men with a certain philosophical competence.
Seen together with John Poinsot's revisions and corrections,
the Modist theory seems not sterile, but rather a long-
neglected predecessor of later efforts to establish a
theory of signs.

The present study first examines the Scholastic
background of Modist thought, emphasizing the close
connection between thought and language. The second chapter
summarizes the Modist grammars - definition of theoretical
terms, discussion of word classes, and syntax. Chapter
IIT considers various critics of Modist grammer, particular-
ly Ockhamists and Renaissance men of letters.

These initial chapters put forward Modist grammar
in its philosophical context. Renaissance thinkers paid
little heed to the speculative grammarians, regaxrding
their views as discredited. John Poinsot's logic, though
appearing much later, revives a number of questions which
the Modists had considered. His writing suggests the need
for a separate theory of signs; he treats this theory as
part of logic. This presentation provides a philosophic
justification for speculative grammar, provided we under-
stand speculative grammar as a theory of signs and not as
deduced grammar of a particular language. The student of
language need not reify the grammatical categories, nor

must he usurp the grammarian's role. Its deliberate rejec-
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tion of these errors and its effort to take into account
Ockhamist criticism makes John's work relevant to my
present study, though he wrote long after the era of
speculative grammars.

The concluding chapter re-evaluates the Modist
grammars and considers the interaction of various dis-
ciplines in the late Middle Ages. Though historical
parallels are difficult, a review of the efforts and
difficulties of the Modistae suggests possible objections
to contemporary efforts to identify linguistic universals.
Efforts at rigorously scientific linguistics may impoverish
language. Such efforts, ‘others insist, will smuggle in
again the "mentalism" which linguists banished decades
ago. My own view is that John Poinsot's success suggests
that the study of signs properly belongs to logic and that
preliminary discussion of knowledge clarifies the nature
of signification.

Wittgenstein's Tractatus and Philosophical Investiga-

tions address such questions -~ can a conventional system
of signs express the structure of the world? If not, what
purpose do such systems serve? Does the word or the
sentence naturally represent (respectively) some thing or
some state of affairs? If not, what connection makes it
possible to evaluate real situations using information
communicated in language? The Modists, unquestioningly
accepting the realism of their era, take Latin as an

example of a system of signs expressing the structure of the
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world. The world consists of substances, each of which has
a characteristic form. A man can separate that form from
its sensible appearance--its time, location, physical
dimensions--then clothe that form once again in matter as
he speaks or writes. Many contemporary thinkers recoil
from this notion of a pre-established harmony - an intelli-
gible content in material things and a limited intelligence
nevertheless capable of grasping that content and express-
ing it. The repeated appearance of an immaterial principle
in nature marks the Modist understanding of language. At
times, it leads them to a linguistic Platonism or extreme
realism. They include within the real order of things
concepts and aspects of real things which Ockham and many
others regarded as fictions.

The first chapter seeks to establish that there was
some reason for the Modists to believe that they could
develop a speculative Aristotelian grammar. Knowledge
itself depended on the capacity of the mind to confer an
intelligible to-be (that is, a new act of being) on a
form. Why not a signified to-be? The verbal sign depends
on the concept or inner word, which in fact is a natural
sign for a real being.. Moreover, Roger Bacon and other-
theologians had given eﬁtensive consideration to the modi

significandi. Finally, the terminist logicians had focused

on one aspect of language, what they called supposition.
Why not study methodically another aspect of language,
related to supposition but not identical with it - significa-

tion?
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On the other hand, many scholastics ruled out the
possibility of such a science. Aristotle had identified three
kinds of science (physics, mathematics, and metaphysics),
and Boethius in his De Trinitate had commented on this
division. Adquinas and Ockham would have no part of this
proposed science. It evidently reflected a strong neo-
Platonic influence.

The next chapter summarizes Modist views on language.
Form appears under three modes - the mode of being, the
modes of understanding, and the mode of signifying.

Analysis of language properly proceeds from metaphysical
principles - matter and form, substance and accident, being
and becoming, the four causes. Language does not precisely
mirror the metaphysical structure of the world, but abundant
parallels exist.

Critiecs quickly buried Modist grammar. In my view,
the Renaissance critics are of less interest; they propose
a new educational and cultural ideal. Formal logic and
(in the early years of the Renailssance) natural science
also suffer from this shift of interest. Ockham, though,
recotnized some points relevant to this study. The Modist
interpretation of Aristotle is neo-Platonic. From a
realism regarding the universals, this interpretation
develops a grammatical realism. The Modiste propose a new
science which can only develop from an exteme realism
regarding knowledge and signification.

John Poinsot salvages the medieval effort to study

signification methodically and carefully. He discusses
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the difference between natural and conventional signs, he
clarifies the place of signification within the meta-
physical categories, he notes that grammar cannot be
a true science, and he examines the role of fictions
(what he calls "beings of reason") in the growth of
knowledge.

What all this implies with respect to current
issues in phiiosophy of language could be long disputed.
However, there is more than a trace of resemblance
between the grammatical realism of the Modists and
the Cartesian linguistics of those who are seeking for
universals of language, just as there is more than a
trace of similarity between the older nominalism and
new skepticism regarding meaning.

Most of the texts introducing the scholastic
background of the Modists concern knowledge. We will
see that Thomas Aguinas affirms a close link between
intellection and diction, that is, between understanding
and interior speech. He distinguishes between an active
and a passive intellect. The mind receives an image
or similitude of the thing, then conceives and expresses
a concept. The mind depends on the thing known, and
that thing is the standard for determining whether or
not the conception is accurate. But the mind does not
only receive; it acts on this impressed image, separating

the form from the material conditions in which it exists
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outside the mind. 1In considering the various points of
view found here, we find that over-emphasizing the pas-
sive aspect of knowledge fosters the tendency to confuse
aspects of the sign with aspects of the thing signi-
"fied. On the other hand, stressing the mind's actions
can obscure the principle that knowledge involves a
certain correspondence or identity between the mind

and the thing known.
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NOTES

Introduction

lQuoted in Gilson, History of Christian Philo-
sophy in the Middle Ages, p. 155

2Ibid., pp. 153-54



CHAPTER I

THE MODISTS AND THE SCHOLASTIC TRADITION

The relations between language and the world, between
language and mind, and between language and other forms of
representation provide the framework for the discussion of
the Modists and the scholastic doctrine from which they
drew. Before directly examining their speculative grammar,
I will consider the basic points in scholastic philosophy
from which the Modistae took their inspiration. The
present chapter briefly identifies the Modistae, then notes
Aristotle's brief remarks on language. Though brief, they
provide the basic orientation of scholastic thought in this
area. Roger Bacon and Robert Kilwardby called for grammars
to be written with the structure and intention of the
grammars produced by the Modists.

Several philosophic points are crucial for this
speculative effort. First, how did Aristotelians employ
the notions of matter and form in their discussion of real
beings? Second, what is the role of form in the scholastic
treatment of knowledge? Third, how do the scholastics re-
late knowledge and speech? Fourth, are there basic
scholastic perspectives on language neglected by the

Modistae? Fifth, since the Modists want to derive a

21
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scientific grammar, what do the other scholastics say
regarding science?

After sketching these points, discussion turns
to the contemporaries of the Modists. The terminist
logicians developed the notion of supposition. In some
ways, their work parallels remarkably that of the Modists.
Like the Modists, they avoid raising metaphysical questions.
William of Ockham, very familiar with terminist logic,
makes use of that logic to develop a powerful new theory
of knowledge. His work attacks several important pre-
suppositions without whose support the speculative grammars
will fall. Others turned some elements of Ockham's thought
to the support of a radical skepticism in the fourteenth
century. These so-called Ockhamists (along with the
Renaissance grammarians) are of less interest for the ex-
amination of the Modist doctrihe. Ockham's criticism
moxre effectively points up the weaknesses of this doctrine,
since he begins from a perspective on knowledge and speech

closer to their own starting point.

Part l: A brief Sketch of the Modist Grammarians

Some late thirteenth-century grammarians, drawing
inspiration from Roger Bacon's writings, wrote so-called
speculative grammars, discussing properties they held to
be common to all languages. The Modistae derived their
name from the use they made of a distinction between the

mode of being, 'the mode of understanding, and the mode of
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signifying (modus significandi) Grabmannl mentions the

following as Modist grammarians: Siger of Courtrai, Thomas
of Exfurt, Michel de Marbais, Jean Josse de Maravilla,
Martin of Dacia, John of Dacia, Simon of Dacia, Boethius

of Dacia, Johannes Aurifaber, John Avicula of Lotharingia,
Matthew of Bononia, Radulfus Brito, and Erhardus Knab wvon
Zwiefalten. None of the writers is an important figure in
the development of scholastic philosophy, though for a time
Siger's work was attributed to the more well-known Siger of

Brabant, and Thomas of Erfurt's Grammatica Speculativa

appeared until this century among the collected works of

Duns Scotus. Since the Modists agree on basic points, I have
chosen the works of three of the principal writers--Siger of
Courtrai, Thomas of Erfurt, and Boethius of Dacia--as
representative. The writers are near contemporaries of one
another; the predecessor of the Modistae, Roger Bacon, wrote

his Summa Grammaticae in 1245, while Thomas of Erfurt (one

of the last of the modists) studied in Paris about 1300

and probably wrote his Grammatica Speculativa between 1300

and 1310.

Boethius of Dacia's writings fell under the 1277
condemnation at Paris against Averroism. This suggests that
he believed that the various sciences should follow their
own course without attending to theology. One tenet of the
Averroists was that revealed truths play no part in the
development of the natural sciences, including metaphysics.

Boethius criticizes Priscian, the sixth-century Latin
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grammarian whose lengthy Institutionum grammaticarum

served as a text for both the Modists and the terminist
logicians, for his lack of philosophic spirit:
Since Priscian did not cover every aspect of
grammay, the value of his work is greatly diminished.
He offers many conclusions, but does not offer any causes
to explain these facts:; he rests his presentation on the
authority of the ancient grammars.2
Boethius apparently died in a crossing of the Alps some time
after the condemnation; we know that he was no longer living
in 1284, He wrote several commentaries on Aristotle's works
and also wrote a commentary on Priscian. Siger of Courtrai,

born around 1283, died between 1330 and 1340. He published

no theological works but did write Ars priorum, a Summa

modorum significandi (many of the speculative grammars bear

3
this title), a Sophismata, and several other works of logic.

Thomas of Erfurt, one of the later Modistae, wrote his

Grammatica Speculativa between 1300 and 1310.

Thomas of Erfurt's speculative grammar is probably
the most complete of these grammars available, and some
regard it as the most important of the Modist works.4 More-
over, its philosophic implications have interested several

philosophers. The grammar has three parts: proemium,

etymologia, and diasynthetica. The proemium, since it explains

the basic distinctions on which the work depends, roughly
corresponds to what contemporary work would refer to as

metalanguage. Etymologia and diasynthetica provide word-

class description and syntax, respectively.

The Modist grammars borrow heavily from the terminology
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of the logic and metaphysics of their era. In differentiating
between the terms, they seek to relate the terms to basic
distinctions - for instance, being and becoming, matter and
form, substance and accident. The Modists analyze language
in terms of formal, material, efficient, and final causes.
Given this heavy dependence on scholastic metaphysics, under-
standing the Modists requires some familiarity with

scholastic thought.

Part 2: Philosophic Background of Modist Grammar

Aristotle's writings on logic and language provide
the basis for the arguments of the Modists and of their
critics as well. He offers the following considerations on
the relation between words and things:

Spoken words are the symbols of mental experience
and written words are the symbols of spoken words. Just
as all men have not the same writing, so all men have not
the same speech sounds, but the mental experiences, which
these directly symbolize, are the same for all, as also
are those things of which our experiences are the images.

Aristotle thus briefly expresses a simple relation between
words, thoughts, and things.

Roger Bacon and Robert Kilwardby presented the
ideal of a unified science of language, developing what has
been called a "neo-Platonic Aristotelianism." Gilson sums
up these views in his History:

The grammarians of the thirteenth century noticed
that each language raised two sorts of problems, some
proper to the language in question (Hebrew, Greek, or

Iatin grammar), others common to_all languages (what is
a noun, a verb, an adverb, etc.)

The Modists develop this line of thought. They will point

out that grammar concerns the signs of things. Their interest
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is in question which all languages have in common, though
they may or may not have successfully distinguished these
questions from those pertaining specifically to Latin. I£
they succeeded in doing this, as Gilson notes, the modists
believed they could convert grammar into a true science.

The first sort of problems could not become an object
of science; the second sort of problems, on the contrary,
could be taught in a scientific way on account of their
generality. Hence the progressive constitution of what
was to be called later on ! speculative grammart
(grammatica speculativa), whose object it was to teach
the general rules followed by the human intellect in
expressing itself, namely, its various 'ways of signify-
ing' what it thinks (modi significandi).S8

These writers sought to develop another science of language
which would parallel logic. Roger Bacon and Robert Kilwardby
were outstanding proponents of this view.

Thus conceived, grammar could become a science and
be taught as a true learning because its object was
universal and its conclusions deducible from principles.
As Roger Bacon vigourously puts it: 'Grammar is sub-
stantially the same in all languages, even though it
may undergo in them accidental variations.' He himself
was keenly aware of the irreducible nature of particular
languages and of the importance of their study; no
language, he said, can be translated into another one
without losing its proper qualities. Bacon did not want
to suppress particular grammars; he merely conceived the
possibility of a general one: the universal grammar of
human language, taken precisely gua human.9

Paetow outlines well this dissatisfaction with Priscian's
merely descriptive grammar;lo this work does not reduce the
grammatical structures to their causes.

A certain strand within medieval thought thus lends
itself to the Modist interpretation of Aristotle. Scholastic

interpretations of Aristotelian notions such as matter and

form, the identity of the intellect and the thing known,
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demonstrative science, and analogy provide the vocabulary
and the theoretical foundation for Modist grammar.

In explaining the multiplicity and variety of
material things, Aristotle had distinguished in things a
material cause (for Aristotle, matter is power) and a formal
cause (the determinant of the nature of a thing). Thomas
Aquinas and the other scholastics follow Aristotle in this,
affirming that all material beings are composites of in-
determinate matter and form (that which determines the matter).
The material thing involves further composition; matter and
form make up the essence of the thing, but this essence must
receive an act of being in order to be a real thing. This
last distinction could roughly be compared to the difference
between the idea of something and the thing itself.

Matter without form, or primary matter, provides
a substratum for all material things. It is sheer potentiality
for form; "the potentiality of matter is its very essence.“11
In union with substantial form, prime matter becomes a real
thing. It underlies all changes in material things. How
can being and becoming be coordinated, resolving the puzzles
set by Parmenides? Aristotle develops the notion of an under-
lying capacity to take on qualities which remain present even
as substances change. Form determines this primary matter.
An individual thing has the characteristics of a particular
substance because of its form.

The matter;form composition of real things also

provides the key to understanding human knowledge. "All
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knowledge is by form or act." Matter and form provide the

explanatory principles for psychic change as well as for
physical change. Thomas Aguinas gives the following brief
account:

Now change is of two kinds: one natural, the other
spiritual. Natural change is change in which the form
of the agent (mover) is received into the patient (the
moved object) according to a natural existence, as heat
is received in that which is heated. Whereas spiritual
change is change in which the form of the agent (mover)
is received in the patient according to a spiritual
existence, as the form of color is received in the pupil
which thereby does not become colored.l3

The knower, then, receives the form of the thing he knows.
His mind confers on the form of the thing a new existence.
The natural form can thus be separated oxr abstracted from
the matter together with which it exists; the mind then con-
fers a different kind of existence on the form. The follow-
ing briefly describes the Thomist position, which differs
from that of Ockham:

The intelligible species is a similitude of the very
essence of the thing, and it is in some way the very
quiddity and nature of the thing according to intelligible
to-be, and not according to natural to-be, as it is in
things.l4

'Intelligible species' here refers to the abstracted form.
This species is that which communicates form to the intellect.
Thomas Aquinas traces the act of knowledge from this in-~
telligible species given to the mind to an interior express-
ion of the act of knowledge.

The conception of the intellect is properly called
a word: for this is what is signified by an exterior word.

In us to speak means not only to understand, but to

understand and to express from oneself a certain concept.

Consequently, for us to understand is, properly, to speak.15
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These views provide the basis for the effort of the Modists
to distinguish the form in the real thing, the concept, and
the material expression of the concept simply by three
different modes (the mode of being, the mode of understanding,
and the mode of signifying).

Ockham agrees that the mind's conception is closely
tied to its expression. He agrees that the concept naturally
signifies what it represents.

It must, however, be understood that there are two
sorts of universal. There is one sort which is naturally
universal; in other words, is a sign naturally predicable
of many things, in much the same way as smoke naturally
signifies fire, or a groan the pain of a sick man, or
laughter an inner joy. Such a universal is nothing other
than the content of the mind; and therefore no substance
outside the mind and no accident outside the mind is such
a universal. It is only of such a universal that I shall
speak in the chapters that follow.l6

However, the material sign expressing the natural universal
does not have the same close bond to what it represents.

The other sort of universal is so by convention.
In this way, an uttered word, which is really a single
quality, is universal; for it is a conventional sign
meant to signify many things. Therefore, just as the
word is said to be common, so it can be said to be
universal. But it is not so by nature, but only by
convention.l7

In fact, Aquinas and Ockham differ little on the question
of the universal. Both recognize the danger of neo-Platonic
influence in some scholastic writers. Referring to
Augustine'’s works, Ockham speaks of a mental language under-
lying what is uttered.
These conceptual terms and the propositions formed
by them are those mental words which St. Augustine says

in the fifteenth book of De Trinitate do not belong to
any language; they remain only in the mind and cannot be
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uttered exteriorly. Nevertheless vocal words which are
signs subordinated to these can be exteriorly uttered.l8

Ockham and Agquinas thus agree on basic points regard-
ing the composition'of material beings, the knowledge of
those beings through form, and on the distinction between
natural and conventional signs. They differ slightly concern-
ing the place of the form in knowledge. Aquinas speaks of
the intelligible species as a "similitude of the very
essence of the thing"; Ockham would distrust the use of
‘similitude’.

These two writers differ also on two questions re-
garding language. First, Adquinas holds that logic is a
true science, while Ockham denies that this is so. Second,
the two disagree regarding the use of analogy in metaphysics
and theology. Aristotle introduces the notion of analogy
to defend the unity of metaphysics. He treats metaphysics
as a single science studying being as such. 'Being' as
used in metaphysics--though it can refer either to things
existing in themselves (substances) or things existing in
another (accidents)--is not equivocal, but analogous. Ockham
gives more emphasis to the basic distinction between equivocal

19
and univocal terms, though Moody points out that he does

treat the transcendental metaphysical terms as analogous.20
Thomas Aquinas further develops Aristotle's notion for use
in theology. How can ‘*wisdom' or ‘truth' or 'being' apply
unequivocally to an unlimited and perfect first cause as

well as applying to limited creatures? Thomas employs

Aristotle's example of analogy to good advantage. 'Being'’
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refers principally to the substance, but (by reference to
this principal use) it may refer also to accidents. Similar-
ly, 'being' (and a number of other analogous terms) refers

principally to God, who is being and who causes the being

of all other things, and secondarily to creatures. e e o e
The names said of God and creatures are predicated neither
univocally or equivocally but analogically, that is, accord-
ing to an order or reference to something one.21 Thomas
first notes that terms may refer to things which exceed the
measure of human concepts. In this type of discourse, the
matter-form distinction which facilitated understanding of
signification is no longer sufficient. Thomas Aquinas ex-
plains briefly the source of unity in an analogous term.

This can take place in two ways. In one way, accord-
ing as many things have reference to something one. Thus,
with reference to one health we say that an animal is
healthy as the subject of health, medicine is healty as
its cause, food as its preserver, urine as its sign.

In another way, the analogy can obtain according as
the order or reference of two things is not to something
else but to one of them. Thus, being is said of sub-
stance and accident according as an accident has reference
to a substance, and not according as substance and
accident are referred to a third thing. 22

A term can thus have one primary referent upon which a number
of related uses depend, or there can be two referents, one
of which is directly dependent on the other. Accidents

inhere in substances, and creatures receive their being from

God.

Now the names said of God and things are not said
analogically according to the first mode of analogy,
since we should then have to posit something prior to
God, but according to the second mode.

« -« « .Because we come to a knowledge of God £from
other things, the reality in the names said of God and
other things belongs by priority in God according to His
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modes of beiny, but the meaning of the name belongs to
God by posteriority. And so He is said to be named from
His effects.

Discussion of analogy thus indicates the limitations of
language in the discussion of certain questions. Imperfect
human understanding, Thomas points out, results in the need
to have many names for the simplest and most unified being.
- « « « We see the necessity of giving to God many names.
For,since we cannot know Him naturally except by arriving
at Him from His effects, the names by which we signify
His perfection must be diverse, just as the perfections
belonging to things are found to be diverse. Were we
able to understand the divine essence itself as it is
and give to it the name that belongs to it, we would ex-
press it by only one name. This is promised to those
who will see God through His essence: 'In that day there
shall be one Lord, and His name shall be one.' (Zach.
14:9) 24
The human mind naturally abstracts forms from individual
material things, but God's essence exceeds its capacity. The
mind attempts to understand this essence (what corresponds
to the form in material individuals - in speaking of God,
'form' would be improper, since there is no matter present)
in its natural, discursive manner, part-by-part. God's
perfect simplicity and unity escape it.

Thomas's treatment of analogy indicates the
boundaries for application of the notion of form. The form-
matter dichotomy breaks down in discussion of immaterial
beings. It will be seen later that the Modist application
and re-application of form to different levels of being
implicitly rests on the principle that the same term can refer

to different levels of being without equivocation. In their

grammar, ‘form' refers to the unifying factor of the word
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and the proposition as well as referring to that which gives
definite characteristics to primary matter in a material
being.

The Modists build from these basic positions of
scholastic philosophy. First, material beings are
composites of matter and form. Second, the presence of
form within the material thing makes knowledge of the nature
of that thing possible. Third, the concept, or mental word,
expresses the form of the material thing. Knowledge gives
a new intelligible being to the form. Fourth, while the
concept naturally represents its object, the material sign
(spoken or written) does so conventionally. The Modists
give a somewhat Platonic interpretation to Aristotelianism,
and in doing so they part company with William of Ockham.
First, they contend that logic and grammar are true sciences.
Second, they make extensive use of analogy within their
grammatical science. (However, it will be argued later
that they have a poor grasp of this concept.)

Some contemporaries of the Modists took different
approaches to the study of language. The terminist
logicians study carefully another aspect of meaning; they
refer to this aspect as "supposition". Like the Modists,
they recognize the importance of the "contextual approach
to grammatical matters.“25 The following definitions éppéar

in William of Sherwood's Introduction to Logic, which is a

representative work of terminist logic:

Signification, then, is a presentation of the form
of something to the understanding. Supposition, however,
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is an ordering of the understanding of something under
something else.26

The signification of the term relates to the form; the term
signifies by presenting a form to the intellect. A term
takes the place of composites of matter and form (real
things) in discourse; this is supposition. A term signifies
prior to its use in a proposition, but only within a
proposition does it stand for a particular extra-mental
thing. Supposition, then, can only be determined for a given
context. Thomas Aquinas, Duns Scotus, and William of
Ockham accept the treatment of supposition found in William
of Sherwood and Peter of Spain.

The terminist logicians, like the modists, rely
heavily on Priscian's grammar.27 In their works, they leave
aside questions regarding the universals so that their logic
will be acceptable to realists, conceputalists, and nomin-
alists.28 Like the Modist grammarians, they sometimes apply
metaphysical terms to the interpretation of language.

Moody remarks:

In the fourteenth century it became customary to
call the categorematic terms the matter of propositions,
and the syncategorematic signs (as well as the order and
arrangement of the constituents of the sentence) the
form of the propositions.29

Since the terminists deal with propositions in ordinary
language, their analysis of the proposition into its terms
resembles the grammatical analysis of the complete statement
into the words which make it up. Grammatical features (for

example, the tense of the verb) influence the supposition

of a term. Terminist logicians made use of many of the
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same terms and concepts as the Modists, but reached a slightly
different framework for the study of language. They con=~
centrate on supposition rather than signification, and they
apply metaphysical terms differently to terms and proposi=-
tions. Like the Modists, though, they prefer to leave
controversial metaphysical issues to the side and con-
centrate on methodical examination of particular guestions

of language and logic which can be resolved to the satis-
faction of all parties.

William of Ockham takes up several of the more
difficult philosophical questions neglected by the Modists
and the terminists. He develops the theory of supposition,
then employs this doctrine in his treatment of truth.
Scholars differ over the implications of Ockham's theory

of supposition. Moody treats it as syntactical. "Supposition

is a syntactical relation of term to term, and not a semantical
relation of the term to an extra-linguistic ‘object' or
’designatum'."3o Moody suggests that supposition concerns
the relations between terms and not those between linguistic
and non-linguistic "things". However, others disagree.
Boehner remarks
« « « « Ockham himself seems to have abstained from a
definition of supposition. He merely remarks that
supposition is a property of terms, but only when they

are actually used in propositions, and that supposition
is quasi pro alio positio.31 '

And his later treatment of Ockham's theory of truth suggests
that supposition involves the representation by the term of

an extra-mental designatum.
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When does a proposition signify or not signify
a state of affairs as it is or as it it not? The
answer constantly given by Ockham is: If subject and

predicate supgosit for the same or do not supposit
for the same.32

The second view (Boehner's) is more plausible. A
theory of supposition will be of little help to Ockham's
theory of truth unless it has to do with a relation between
linguistic phenomena and real things, since truth involves
such a relation. For Ockham, the signification of the
proposition depends on the supposition of the subject and
the predicate. Ockham treats subject and predicate as if
they were both names.33 Both the subject and the predicate
stand in place of things; if they stand in place of the
same existing substance, they represent an existing state
of affairs. Ockham is not saying that there is no gram-
matical distinction between subject and predicate, but
rather that in a true sentence, the subject and predicate
stand in place of the same real thing.

Ockham, then, indicates how the understanding of
supposition can aid the development of a theory of truth.
Though he differs from the Modists on several basic issues,
the work of Ockham and the terminists in some ways comple-
ments that of the Modist grammarians. Ockham's concern for
supposition leads him to make some important observations
regarding signification.

Categorematic terms have a definite and fixed
signification, as for instance the word 'man' . . .
Syncategorematic terms, on the other hand, as ‘'every’,
'none', 'some', 'whole', ‘'besides', 'only', ‘'in so far
as', and the like, do not have a fixed and definite

meaning, nor do they signify things distinct from the
things signified by the categorematic terms.34
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The syncategorematic terms do not supposit for things, but
they affect the supposition of other terms. Though Ockham
might acc¢ept in principle the distinction mentioned above

in William of Sherwood's logic, he naturally tends to inter-
pret signification in terms of supposition. The syncategore-
matic term “makes it signify something or makes it stand for
something or things in a definite manner . . ."

Rather, just as, in the system of numbers, zero standing
alone does not signify anything, but when added to another
number gives it a new signification; so likewise a syn-
categorematic term does not signify anything, properly
speaking; but when added to another term, it makes it
signify something or makes it stand for some thing or

things in a definite manner, or has some other function
with regard to a caterorematic term.35

Ockham's distinction between the signification of cate-
gorematic and syncategorematic terms resembles the Modist
distinction between signification and con-signification.
Terminist logic analyses supposition in such a way
that their treatment could be compatible with the Modist
examination of signification. The Modists seek to explain
what enables some words to stand for things and what
enables other words to affect the extension of this
reference. Like the terminists, the Modists work from
Priscian's grammar and Aristotle's logic. However, the
terminists successfully avoid raising metaphysical questions.
The Modists, on the other hand, build their theory on an
extreme realism which many scholastic writers rejected.
Ockham's position differs more sharply from that of the

Modists. He seeks to explain all signification in terms of
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supposition. Since he rejects the notion of an intelligible
species, he rejects as well the notion that the same form
found in the existing individual can be expressed verbally.

Ockham keeps, though, the principle that the true
proposition has a certain unity. The scientific judgment
involves the recognition of a universal, and in a true
statement of that judgment, both the subject and the
predicate will supposit for the same thing. The verbal
statement, though complex, achieves a certain unity in its
reference to one thing. The Modists recognize a unity in
the verbal statement, as we will see. What gives unity to
the verbal statement is the very principle of intelligibil-
ity, that is, form. Ockham's successors depart radically
from this view, some going so far as to say that the object
of knowledge is not a real thing, but rather a"signifiable
complex"; in other words, men know verbal constructs and
not real things. The views of Ockham's successors, as those
of the Renaissance men of letters, will prove to be of
secondary interest for my study. However, Aquinas and
Ockham worked from the same Aristotelian principles as the
Modists, so slight differences in their treatment of language
hel;» to illuminate Modist theory. John Poinsot, though he
wrote later, defends some of the Modist positions, amending
them in the light of Ockham's critique.

This first chapter has briefly identified the

Modists, then considered earlier writings--those of Aristotle



39
and Roger Bacon--which greatly influenced them. These
grammarians begin from scholastic views regarding the
matter-forrm dichtomy and a number of related points. They
connect mental and vocal language in a way that separates
them from Ockham and Aquinas, and their notion that grammar
can be a true science seems to cover neo-Platonism with
Aristotelian garb. Modist views regarding language comple-
ment those of the better-known terminist logicians, although
they are incompatible with Ockham's own treatment of
supposition. In the next chapter, I will consider the use

the Modists make of these fundamental principles.,
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CHAPTER II
OUTLINE OF MODIST GRAMMAR

The last chapter sketched what the Modists borrowed
from the scholastic philosophers. They adopt without change
many basic positions, among them the matter-form composition
of all material beings, the dependence of knowledge on the
presence of form in real things, and the link between
knowledge and expression. However, their conviction that
they could develop a grammatical science and their neglect
of the distinction between natural and conventional signs
indicates their sympathy for neo-Platonism.

My interest is principally in the element of Modist
grammar relevant to philosophy of language. The present
chapter quotes from important speculative grammars only
where their treatment of a particular grammatical question
suggests an underlying philosophic position. The Modists
rely heavily on the notion of form, applying it to the word
and to the completed statement as Aristotle had applied it
to substances. Other metaphysical terms--'potency,' 'act,'
'essence,' 'esse,'~-appear occasionally. The Modiste
analyze language in terms of the four causes Aristotle had

identified -~ material, formal, final, and efficient. It is

43
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the notion of form, though, that aids most in understanding
the relations between the mode of being, the mode of under-
standing, and the mode of signifying.

The Modists are attempting something unlike
Priscian's straightforward Latin grammar. They define their
discipline as the study of the sign of things, indicating
that they hope to derive principles of general application.
Grammar begins, they point out, not with sound, but with
meaningful sound. Grammar differs clearly from logic,
though both are sciences having to do with words. 1In
discussing the various parts of speech, the Modists relate
them closely to the metaphysical structure of the world.
They give far less importance to the indeclinable parts,
since they relate more distantly to substance. Treatment
of syntax is relatively brief; it is important, though,
since it indicates how the entire statement can be a unity.
The presence of form in individual words is insufficient
to explain this, since the statement comprises words related
to some extent to substance. The Modists rest the unity of
this composition chiefly on the verb; this part of speech,
they say, gives form to the sentence. Working from a
causal analysis of language, the Modists distinguish various
degrees of completion (or perfection) in the completed
statement.

After examining actual Modist treatment of these

questions, this chapter will consider some related points
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found in contemporaries of the Modists. I will then consider
briefly the success of these grammarians in reaching the

objectives outlined above.

Part l: The Proemium

This introductory section of the Modist grammars
offers various general considerations regarding language.
Boethius of Dacia, Siger of Courtrai, and Thomas of Erfurt
agree in basic terminology and in fundamental definitions,
so quotation from the three works is selective.l

Siger gives slightly more attention to the analysis
of the modes than do the other two writers. The introductory
section of his work includes the following definitions:

modus essendi: the property of things or of beings

modus intelligendi activus: the very mode of being

as apprehended by the intellect; the mode of understanding
as relative to the mode of being.?2

He distinguishes between the modi signandi, the ways a word

stands for a thing, and the modi significandi, the ways a

word indicates the manner of being of the thing. A part of
speech enters into relations with other parts of speech as

part of a composite by means of its modi significandi. The

modi signandi enable a word to stand in place of a thing.

All existing realities have the first property mentioned,

the modus essendi. Beings or things which are known acquire

the second mode. Siger here refers to the active mode of
understanding; he is not referring to the capacity of an

existing thing or being to be understood, but rather to the
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new mode it acquires when some mind actually apprehends
it. All beings are knowable, while some remain unknown in

fact. The mode of acting as a sign (modus signandi) belongs

to the word as such, without considering its use in a
particular statement. The mode of signifying (modus

significandi)belongs to the word as used in a particular

statement. PFor instance, 'man' has the capacity to stand
for real things, but it acquires the modes of signifying as
it is used in a statement--'he fired the gun repeatedly at
each of three tall men.' An existing man, whether or not
someone apprehended his existence, would have the mode of

being (modus essendi). If this mode of being were apprehended

by an intellect, he would have the active mode of understand-
ing.

Thomas of Erfurt's treatment resembles Siger's, but
he offers several interesting further observations. The
mode of being is a property of the thing absolutely, he
says, while the mode of understanding is the same property
insofar as it is apprehended by the intellect. The passive
mode of signifying is the same property of the thing inso-
far as it is signified by the word. "The mode of being,
the passive mode of understanding, and the passive mode of
signifying are materially the same, but they differ formally."
Thomas contends that the active mode of signifying, which
is a property of the word, differs from the passive mode
of signifying (perhaps better said, the mode of being

signified), which is a property of the thing. "The active
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mode of signifying gives the property of the word, which
is meaning (Eggggy."‘

Thomas, then, identifies a single property which
can appear under three different modes. The existing thing
has a capacity to be understood and a further capacity to
be signified, both of which depend on the mode of being
present in every thing. Thomas' use of 'materially' and
' formally' suggests that a single property underlies
different appearances. The word clearly differs from the
thing, but it may express the mode of being existing in
the thing absolutely. An active mode of understanding
belongs to the concept and a passive mode to the thing
understood; likewise, the word itself has an active mode of
signifying, while that which it signifies has a corresponding
passive mode.

The notion of form appears in various contexts.

At times, the use of 'modus' suggests that it differs only
slightly in meaning from 'forma'. Thomas of Erfurt, comment-
ing on the meanings of names, makes an observation suggest-
ing this similarity of meaning.

The common or appellative name signifies through a

mode communicable to many referents, such as 'city,’
'‘river,' etc. The proper name signifies the thing

through a mode not divisible among several referents,
for example, ‘now,' 'Rome,' 'Bologna.'5

BEach of the words mentioned here represents a particular
intelligible aspect of a thing or of a group of things and

therefore could be called eisher . .a form. or.a.mnode....In a

different context, form explains the intelligibility of the

statement. "Every composite is understood through the form,
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and the matter is understood by analogy through the form."
A similar mark defines the form of such a composite. "The
union of the constructible elements is the form of the con-
struction."7 Siger affirms that the verb gives form to

the eéxpression. Elsewhere, he compares the pronoun to
prime matter, since its reference is indeterminate.8

In the first instance, Thomas uses ‘'mode' to refer
alternatively to a communicable or incommunicable aspect of
a sign. The common name can signify any of several things:
these things resemble one another in one aspect, which
Thomas here refers to as a mode. A thing may have
identifiable characteristics which are not divisible, and
Thomas also uses 'mode' to refer to such an aspect. This
use resembles the customary use of 'form' in many of the
scholastic philosophers.

In principle, the Modists distinguish clearly
between grammar and logic. Siger of Courtrai notes three
differences.9 The purpose of logic is to discern the true
from the false; grammar, on the other hand, seeks a fitting
way to express concepts. Second, logic concerns beings of
reason (for example, the syllogism), while grammar considers
how to express concepts effectively and appropriately.
Third, logic concerns second intentions (for example,
genus and species), while grammar concerns the modes or
manners of signifying. Siger ?oints out, though, that

- FONES

grammar is one of the sciences of discourse (scientia
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10
sermocinalis). Thomas affirms, " . . . Grammar concerns
11
the signs of things." He then goes on to offer some

observations and distinctions regarding signs.

To signify is to represent something to the
intellect; therefore, what is signified is conceived
by the intellect.

Accordlng to Augustine in De Doctrina Christiana,
a sign is something which brlngs into cognition some-~
thing beyond its own sensible qualities.l12

Grammar, then, concerns things which have this ability to
bring to the mind something beyond their own sensible appear-
ance. ‘Apple' may bring to mind an image or a definition:
at any rate, it conveys something beyond its physical
appearance or its sound when pronounced. Thomas goes on
to distinguish the natural from the conventional sign.
With respect to the relation which the sign has,
the natural sign, which signifies naturally and has a
real relation to what is signified, is distinct from
the conventional sign (signum ad placitum), which does not
signify naturally and which has a relation of reason to
what is signified, such as words . . . 13
Smoke naturally represents fire; a bust of Socrates
naturally represents Socrates. On the other hand, 'smoke’
has only a relation of reason to what it represents.
Thomas further distinguishes between those signs which are
always present together with what they signify from those
which may appear apart from what they stand for.
Another division is between the sign which always
has the signified thing together with it, inasmuch as
it is a part of the thing signified; and such a sign is
true and effective, as an eclipse is the effective sign
of the interposition of the earth between the Sun and the
Moon, and such is also the case with similar natural

signs.=-=The other type of sign does not have the signified
thing with it, and such a sign is the proposition, which
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we proffer because it is not in our power that such a
sign as the proposition have with it the thing signi-
fied; and sucz a sign is not always true, but some-
times false.l

The eclipse leads infallibly to knowledge of the event which
caused it, but the proposition leads only to a fallible
knowledge of what it represents. The active modes of
signifying properly belong to grammar, but the passive

15
modes only belong to grammar accidentally (per accidens).

In other words, grammar considers the modes of signifying
of words, principally; it is less concerned with the
capacity of things to be represented or signified.

The speculative grammars distinguish between vox,

dictio, and pars orationis. Siger makes the distinction

briefly.

'Vox' refers to the movement of air to the wvocal
passage from other parts with the purpose of signifying.
'Dictio' is what it is because it can act as a sign.
"Pars' has also the mode of signifying.l6

Grammayr, then, distinguishes between the mere physical sound,
the sound which can act as a sign, and the potential sign
which has also the mode of signifying. The word as a
physical disturbance properly belongs to natural scienee,
while grammar considers only meaningful sound. Thomas of
Erfurt distinguishes similarly:

Something is called a sign because of its ability
to represent something else (per rationem signandi):; but
'dictio' refers formally to a sound by reason of its
having this ability to represent, so the word (dictio)
is a meaningful sound (vox). But the part of speech
(pars orationis) formally is such by reason of the
active mode of signifying added to the word, so the
part of speech is a word which has an active mode of
signifying (modum significandi activum).l7
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Thomas thus first distinguishes the meaningful sound from
other signs. He then notes that a logician analyses the
proposition into its component terms.
The word ‘'term' is used because it concludes
(rationem terminandi) the resolution of the syllogism

into propositions, and of the proposition into sgbject
and predicate, which are called terms in logic.l

Thomas of Erfurt then distinguishes again between those
things which signify naturally and those which do so

conventionally.

From the above, it is clear that things and concepts
(passiones) are signs naturally, because they have the
same meaning for everyone; and what is natural is the
same for everyone. Letters and sounds are not natural
signs because they are not the same for all . . . 19

Natural signs signify or represent the same thing (or aspect
of a thing) for any persoﬁ anywhere. The sounds and letters
used by men to signify differ from place to place. Thomas
elaborates further on the difference.

If this were true (that words were natural signs),
then the meaningful sound could cause the hearer to know
by the very fact of its having signification; and then
the Latin word would cause the Greek hearer to know,
which is false. From this it can be seen that no quality
is impressed on the word itself, nor does it contain the
concept within itself.

ence it follows that the meaningful sound is only
a conventional sign.20
This initial section of the speculative grammars
thus explains the three modes, distinguishes grammar from
associated studies, and differentiates the part of speech
from the sound and from the word as such. Thomas also intro-
duces the idea that the form of a statement is its principle

of unity and intelligibility.
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Part 2: The Various Parts of Speech

The speculative grammars attend more to those parts

of speech--nomen, pronomen, verbum, participium--more directly

related to substance. The selections taken from Siger and
Thomas for the most part concern these classcs of words.
Siger of Courtrai remarks concerning the nomen

(this term refers either to a noun, nomen substantivum, or

an adjective, nomen adijectivum) that "the essental general

mode of signifying of the nomen is the mode of signifying
21
substance, permanent habit, or being." The nomen adjectivum

takes its case, gender, and number from the nomen substantivum.

Thomas elaborates somewhat further. He first explains
what he means in speaking of the essential mode of signifying.

The essential mode of signifying is that through
which the part of speech simply has its being, either
according to genus or according to species. The
accidental mode of signifying is what comes to the part
of speech after its complete being, so it does not give
being to the part of speech either with respect to genus
or species.

Taking the case mentioned above, the essential mode of signi-
fying would cause a word to be a 'nomen or would add the

further distinction making it a nomen substantivum or a nomen

adjectivum. So the essential mode of signifying would make

a word a noun or adjective. Further differentiation would
be an accidental mode of signifying. In Latin, this would
mean, for example, number, case, and gender. In English
(or Liatin), this further differentiation results from
context. For example, 'man' has its essential mode of

signifying, but it acquires different accidental modes of
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signifying in the phrases 'two men', 'in man', 'to a man.'
Thomas then discusses the essential and accidental

modes of signifying of the nomen.

The most general essential mode of signifying of
the nomen (noun or adjective) is the mode of signifying
in the manner of a being (per modum entis) and of a
determinate apprehension.

The mode of a being is the mode of a stable and
permanent thing, inhering in a thing, from which that
thing has being (habet esse). The mode esse (literally,
"to be") is the mode of flux and succession, also in-
hering in_a thing, from which that thing has becoming
(fieri).

Thomas seems to contrast being and becoming in this passage.
The nomen has the grammatical role of signifying that which
is more stable and permanent. This stable aspect may be
something peculiar to a single place or time, or it may be
a feature of several things.

Therefore the common or appellative name (nomen . . .
commune vel appellativum) signifies through a mode
communicable to several individuals, for example, 'city',
'river', and so forth.

The proper noun signifies a thing through a mode
that cannot be divided among several individuals; it may
already have the individuating properties of being in a
determinate place of time; examples of proper nouns would
be ‘here', ‘now', 'Rome', 'Bologna'.24

Thomas is saying that a certain mode attributes to a thing
its membership in a class or type of things, while another
mode attributes to it individuating characteristics.
Thomas goes on to explain the derivation of these
modes of signifying from properties of a real thing.
The mode of signifying in the manner of something
standing on its own (modum per se stantis) is taken from

the property of the thing which is the property of a
determinate essence.




Therefore the substantive (nomen substantivum)
signifies in the manner of something determinate
according to essence, such as 'whiteness', ‘'stone‘',
etc.

The mode of signifying in the manner of some-
thing leaning on another (per modum adiacentis) is
taken from the property of a thing, which is the
property of adhering to another thing in the very act
of being (adhaerentis secundum esse) .25

The mode of being of the substantive and of the adjective are
thus derived from the mode of being of something determinate
according to essence and of something depending on anothex

thing for being. The nomen adjectivum bears a relation to

a substantive parallel to the relation between an accident
and the substance in which it inheres. He latexr repeats:

"Therefore the nomen adjectivum signifies according to the

manner of having being in another, for example, 'white',
26
'rocky', etc."

Siger next considers the pronoun (pronomen). This

27
can be imagined as similar to primary matter. Thomas of

Erfurt similarly remarks:
From this property of primary matter, which is of
itself indeterminate, and at the same time determinable

through a form, is taken the essential and most general
mode of signifying of the pronoun.28

The pronoun, like the primary matter which underlies any
substantial change, has no form of its own. It is indeter-
minate but determinable. Thomas therefore points out that
the pronoun, simply because it is indeterminate, need not
be considered a privation (blindness or nothing, for example,
are privations and not real beings).
It ought to be said that whatever is indeterminate
and excludes form (and the determination of form) is a

privation; nevertheless, that which is indeterminate but
which neither includes nor excludes form (and the deter-
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mination of form) is not a privation. And thus there
is a mode of signifying which belongs to the pronoun,
which is a mode indeterminate in itself, but determin-
able.29

The pronoun is not a privation nor does it lack a mode of
signifying, since it will signify some as yet indefinite
thing. "“The pronoun signifies something, though not some

determinate thing, and thus it attains its end and is not
30
useless."

Of the elements of the complete statement, Siger

affirms, it is the verb first of all which gives form to
31
the whole. He goes on to make a further distinction

between the noun or adjective and the verb.

To be is the proper act of a being; since the nomen
signifies a thing through the mode of substance or of a
being, and the verb through the mode of becoming or of
'to be', the verb ought to follow the noun immediately

Every verb signifies the thing through the mode
of becoming, and becoming itself is dependent, therefore
every verb signifies its correspondent thing in a depend-
ent mode of signification; consequently, no verb, as
such, can support another verb, that is, every verb re-
quires something as a suppositum (subject) which will
support this dependence.3<

Siger thus points out that the verb expresses either the
very being of the subject or its activity and therefore
should follow closely upon the subject. This dependence on
the subject means that one verb cannot support another to
form a complete sentence. He argues this not from the
viewpoint of grammar itself. He sees this as a logical con-
sequence of the dependence of becoming on a stable subject -
"every verb signifies the thing through the mode of becoming,

and becoming itself is dependent.”
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Thomas couches similar considerations in his own
terms. "The most general essential mode of signifying
of the verb is the mode of signifving a thing in the manner
33
of 'to be' and of distance from substance.” The verb is
distinguished from the substantive because it signifies
according to the act of being and does not signify in a
way that would be appropriate to represent a substance.
One role of the verb Thomas calls "composition."
This verb, 'is' (est), signifies a certain composition
and cannot be understood without the extremes . . .
Composition therefore is the accidental mode of
signifying of the wverb, by means of which the verb con-
signifies inhering according to being, and by means of
which the verb (distant from the subject) is first and
principally inclined toward the subject.34
Apart from its own intrinsic meaning, the verb helps join
the other elements of the sentence to the subject. In the
case of one verb, this role of composition hecomes the chief
role.
In discussing the verb, Thomas makes reference to
Peter Helias' definition of ‘mode’':
Peter Helias, defining ‘'mode' said: The mode
is the various inclinations of the soul (inclinatio animi)

indicating its various thoughts (varios eius affectus
demonstrans) .35

This clarifies somewhat Thomas' repeated use of the term;
the mode of signifying is a being in the soul.
In discussing the accidental modes of signifying
of the verb, Thomas says the following concerning time:
Tense, therefore, is an accident of the verb; it
is the accidental mode of signifyving by which the verb,

in addition to the thing, con-signifies the mode of
time.36
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He goes on to make a point regarding the limitations placed
on the use of the verb by this con-signification of time.
The being and the understanding of God do not
fall under any difference of time; therefore the verb

does not always require the mode and difference of
time.37

Thomas explains the verb in such a way that the mode of time
is con-signified rather than signified; tensed verbs in
discourse about God need not imply limitations on his
being or understanding.

Siger continues his examination of the parts of
speech, remarking that the participle can be imagined as a
mixture of act and potency.38 He and Thomas agree that the
verb and the participle have the same matter (that is, the
mode of becoming), but a different form. The verb is
separate or distinct from the subject, while the participle
is not. Priscian had given a similar definition of the
participle, though without offering the comparison to
act and potency.

These remarks of the Modists regarding the parts
of speech give evidence of the application of metaphysics
to the resolution of grammatical issues. They reveal a
heavy reliance on the distinction between being and becoming,

between substance and act of being (esse) and between matter

and form.

Part 3: Diasvynthetica

Siger's work lacks any part corresponding exactly to

the diasynthetica in Thomas of Erfurt's speculative grammar.
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He may have written such a section, later lost, or Siger

may simply have left the work incomplete, intending to
39
write another section; this has been disputed. He

does note that in the science of grammar, the mind orders
40

words to express appropriately the mind's concepts. He
also points out, "every constructinn is grammatically
correct if the modes of signifying are proportioned to one

41
another." His use of 'constructio' and 'congruo' is

similar to Thomas'.

In his treatment of syntax, Thomas of Erfurt
analyses grammatical construction in terms of formal and
final principles.

The formal principle of the construction is the
union of its elements; for the form of the thing is
that through which it has its being (esse); but a con-
struction has its being through the union of its

elements, so the union of the elements is the form of
the construction.42

The form--the intelligible principle of any real thing--—can
receive an act of being. Form and matter compose a single
material substance. Thomas here indicates that the complete
statement can be understood in an analogous way. Thomas
also motes briefly that the final principle is the expression
of the composite mental concept.43

Given that the composite expression has this purpose,
Thomas can evaluate the success of a given statement in
fulfilling its purpose. If there is an appropriate

combination of parts, then the construction attains "congruity."

It ought to be noted first that just as construction
requires absolutely the union of the elements, congruity
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(congruitas) requires not any union whatever of the
elements, but oan a suitable combination (unionem
. « . . debitam).%4

Thomas goes on to define this term. "Congruity is nothing
other than the suitable union of parts of speech, forming

some type of construction through conformity of the modes
45
of signifying.

A particular construction in which the modes of signifying
of the various elements are coordinated becomes a recogniz-
able and understandable type of construction.

Thomas points out a further purpose for the con~
struction. "The remote end of construction is to generate

perfect understanding in the mind of the hearer by means
46

of the suitable union of elements.” Once the suitable
combination of elements is reached, it is possible to see
whether the construction reaches this further goal. Later,
Thomas distinguishes three levels of perfection or

completion.

In one way, a thing is perfect when it lacks
nothing that is required in its species.--In a second
way, something is perfect when it reaches the appropriate
end to which it is ordered. 1In a third way, something is
perfect when it can generate something similar to itself
(of the same species) .47

Naturally, Thomas goes on to apply this order of completeness

to the construction.

A construction therefore having subject (suppositum)
and predicate (appositum) and among its modes of
signifying having nothing dependent and not terminated
nor anything keeping it from attaining its end is perfect
in the first way, because nothing is lacking which is
required for its species.4

The basic required elements in the composition are thus
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subject and predicate. If the modes of signifying conform
to one another, a construction with these elements has
all that is necessary.

-~It is also perfect in the second respect, because
it reaches the suitable end to which it is ordered

(which is to express the composite concept, as was
said above) .49

Since the end of the constructinn is to express a composite
concept, the construction must be composite. It must
contain two different parts of speech. Two subjects or two
phrases used as predicates would not attain this end.
"--It is perfect also in the third way, because it can make
something similar to itself, that is, perfect understanding
in the mind of the hearer." The construction can attain this
end because it was noted that it had the suitable combination
of parts. The modes of signifying within the composition
are coordinated to one another, and therefore it can be
understood.
After this examination of the various levels of
perfection, Thomas summarizes the view that he has expressed.
Perfection, then, is nothing other than the third
and last passion (passio) of speech (sermonis), from
the suitable union of the elements of the construction,
when effectively expressing the concept of the mind

(composite by reason of distance), and generating a
perfect sentence in the mind of the hearer.51

Perfection, then, is an accidental quality of discourse
resulting from certain characteristics of a given combination
of words. The combination must be suitable - the modes of
signifying must be coordinated with one another; it must
effectively express the concept; and it must generate a

likeness of itself in the hearer's mind. Thomas, in
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summarizing, points out the relation between perfection
and the two inferior stages of construction and congruity.

And thus it is clear that perfection adds to
congruity, and similarly congruity adds something to

constructinn, and hence perfection presupposes
congruity, and congruity construction.52

A union of parts is necessary before there can be appropriate
union, and appropriateness (or grammaticality) is necessary
in order to achieve effective communication.

Thomas' analysis thus develops much more fully the
thought briefly expressed in Siger's observation. Consider-
ation of the formal and final causes as they operate in
language provide the means for determining the success of
a given statement in attaining the end to which it is

ordered.

Part 4: Brief Observations

Thomas of Erfurt, in the course of discussing
privations and negations, remarks in passing, "Every part
of speech is a being in the soul. Every privation and
negation is something positive in the soul."5 The parts of
speech and their modes of signifying are thus beings in
the soul; in scholastic terminology, they would more likely
be called beings of reason. Terminist logicians supported
a number of positions which can be of help in understanding
the Modist grammarians. For example, William of Sherwood

argues in the following way:
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Since there are two sources (principia)of
things, namely nature and the soul, there will be two
kinds of things. Some are the things whose source
is nature, and they are the concern of what is
generally called natural science. The others, whose
source is the soul, are of two sorts. For since the-
soul is created without virtues or knowledge, it per-
forms certain operations by means of which it attains
to the virtues, and these are the concern of ethics;
it also performs other operations by means of which it
attains to knowledge, and these are the conczrn of the
sciences discourse (scientia sermocinalis).->

William thus agrees with the Modists in the affirmation that
the soul is the source of the being of some things. His
reference to a science of discourse at the end of the
passage seems to lend support to the suggestion that there
can be a scientific grammar. Elsewhere, William notes,
(The science of discourse) has three parts:
grammar, which teaches one how to speak correctly;

rhetoric, which teaches one how to speak elegantlg:
and logic, which teaches one how to speak truly.5

The above simply suggests that the Modists developed
their grammar in a fashion similar to the terminist develop-
ment of logic. It is clear that in the three parts of
their speculative grammars, the Modists relied heavily on
metaphysical terminology. First, 'mode' itself appears
frequently in the writings of scholastic philosophers.
Second, in speaking of modes of being, understanding, and
signifying, the Modists add another level to the close re-
lation affirmed by medieval realists between being and
understanding. The key to the very elaborate structure of
Modist grammar is the Aristotelian notion of form, given

a neo-Platonic interpretation. Third, the Modists build
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from the scholastic distinction between natural and con-

ventinnal signs. Their discussion of vox, dictio, and

pars orantis suggests that the mind gives to the sound

additional modes-~the modi signandi and the modi significandi--

thus enabling the sound to represent something. Fourth,-
the Modists look for formal and final causes of the verbal
construction; within this analysis, they distinguish various
levels of success which a particular construction may attain.
Historically, the effort has considerable interest.
These speculative grammars represent a distinct effort,
quite separate from strictly theological or metaphysical
considerations, to develop a scholastic philosophy of
language. The works are so thoroughly imbued with scholastic
Aristotelianism that Siger of Courtrai's work was at one
time thought to be the work of the better-known Siger of
Brabant who disputed with Aquinas, and Thomas of Erfurt's
speculative grammar was included among the collected works
of Duns Scotus until this century. In fact, they take some
steps toward the development of a theory of signs. The
criticism of Ockham and of the Renaissance grammarians
obscured what was of lasting value in these theoretical
grammars, but John Poinsot incorporated some of these points
within his logic, defending the basic realism of the Modists
against what he calls "nominalist" criticism. In the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, logicians and semanticists
have revived the study of signs and significatinn, and many

writers have praised the re-discovered works of the terminist
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logicians. Parts of the Modist grammars--chiefly those
which John Poinsot takes up and defends--also deserve new
attention. However, both the Modists and John Poinsot
build from a presupposition foreign to much contemporary
writing. They agree that the study of signification depends
on a sound understanding of knowledge, and that this study
of knowledge depends on metaphysics.
This, then, is the general perspective--the Modists
develop a theory of language which rests on metaphysics. I
would like to give some attention to each of the points
mentioned above which indicate this reliance of the Modists
on the concepts and terminology of scholastic metaphysics.
First, this view relies heavily on discussion of
the various modes which can be derived from real things.
The real being has a particular mode which makes it capable
of being signified. I would like to refer here to a rather
long passage from Thomas Aquinas; it is of interest because
of its related use of 'mode' and because of its discussion
of the relation between a real thing and human knowledge
of that thing.
A thing is called the object of the soul because
of some relation that it has to the soul . . . Now a
thing may have two kinds of relations to the soul:
first, a thing may be in the soul according to the mode
of the soul and not according to the thing's own mode;
second, the soul may be brought into relation with the
thing in its own existing being (esse). And thus a
thing is an object of the soul in two ways: in one way,
as it is naturally adapted to be in the soul, not accord-
ing the thing's esse but according to the mode of the
soul, which is spiritually--and this is the formal

character of the knowable thing as knowable; in a second
way, a thing may be the object of the soul as the soul
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is inclined and ordered to it, in accord with the mode
of the thing as it exists in itself--and this is the

formal notion of the thing as an object of appetition,
as desirable.56

Aquinas here points out that a real thing has its own mode
of being, but that it can exist in the soul in the mode of
the soul (spiritually) when it is known. Aquinas thus sees
the real thing having a second existence, under a different
mode, in the soul. A scholastic interested in developing a
theory of language might naturally think that a thing might
attain existence with a third mode as signified. Note, too,
that Thomas uses 'formal' somewhat as the Modists will use
it. The real thing as known differs not at all from its
existence prior to being known. The formality of a new mode
of existence is all that distinguishes its existence in the
mind from its real existence.

The scholastics regard form as the explanation of
the intelligibility of real beings. In fact, the Modist
suggestion that any verbal construction is understood
through its form, which is the union of the constructible
elements, derives from the generally held view that any
composite is understood through its form. The passage
above from Thomas Aquinas would thus be interpreted to mean
that it is the form of the thing which enters into the soul;
obviously, the real material being cannot enter the soul.
Understanding is only metaphorically like digestion. But
the form can exist under a new mode. So the extension of

this theory to language could rely on this capacity of
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form. In fact, as Thomas of Erfurt pointed out in a
passage quoted earlier, the three modes are materially the
same, but formally different. (Here, he is using 'formally’
as Aquinas did in the passage quoted, simply using it to
refer to whatever distinguishing characteristic). This can
be interpreted to mean that the form, in addition to its
existence together with matter in the real being and its
existence in a different mode in the mind, exists in yet a
third mode as signified.

Several minor points support this interpretation.
Thomas of Erfurt pointed out in a selection quote above,
"concepts are signs naturally." The concept;;also referred
to by many scholastics as the mental word--is the means
by which the mind grasps the form of what is understood.
The form existing in the mind naturally represents the
real thing which is known. A sound can refer to the concept,
though it cannot naturally represent the concept. The impli-
cation of speculative grammar is that the mode of represent-

ing (modus signandi) and the various modes of signifying

enable the word, spoken or written, to represent the thing
understood.

Other minor points suggesting the place of the
matter and form analysis in these works appear in considera-
tion of the mode of signifying of the noun, pronoun, and
participle and in the analysis of the construction. The
noun, Thomas suggests, signifies in the manner of a "deter-

minate apprehension" or a "determinate essence." These



67
phrases suggest that the noun particularly signifies the
form of a given substance. ‘Apprehension' and ‘essence’
both suggest that the word communicates what the mind has
grasped. In discussing the pronoun, Siger and Thomas both
refer to it as comparable to primary matter - indeterminate,
vet capable of determination. Thomas speaks of the
participle as having the same matter as the verb but differ-
ing in form. Here once again 'form' refers simply to a
distinguishing characteristic. In considering the formal
principle of construction, Thomas first notes that "the
form of the thing is that through which it has its being."
He then goes on to say that the union of the constructible
elements provides the form of the verbal construction.

The Modists interpret language within a philosophical
or, more properly, a metaphysical context. They place words
within a metaphysical category; words are beings of reason.
They are instruments of the mind and have a relation of
reason (rather than a natural relation) to what they repre-
sent. They derive many fundamental ideas from scholastic
philosophy. Ockhamist criticism of their perspective is
telling, because the Modists are philosophically uncritical.
They approach language accepting that it is ordinarily
effective in attaining its end. Their initial development
of the notion of sign is of great interest, but they fail
to consider that frequently, error results from having
understood a word which signifies in the manner of a

substance as in every case signifying a substance. Their
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clear distinction between logic and grammar obscures from
them the question whether an untrue statement also has a
form. Finally, they move from the consideration of the
sign as such and from the consideratipn of the word as
a particular type of sign to examination of parts of speech
in Latin. This excursion into questions concerning a
particular language diverts the reader from the merit of
their correct observations regarding signification.

This chapter does not seek to offer a thorough
study of Modist grammar. I have not examined the particulars,
for example, of Modist treatment of adverb or interjection
or any of the parts of speech which they consider less
important. I hope, though, that the selected material
sufficiently indicates that the Modists had the core of what
could have developed into a full philosophy of language. It
is a philosophy of language which links signification closely
to knowledge and to the metaphysical structure of extra-
mental reality.

Ockham restricts the usefulness of form for the
understanding of language. He insists that the universal
(that is, the concept or word referring to many) is neither
a substance nor an accident outside the soul. This formula-
tion differs little from Aquinas' perspective. However,
his principle encourages an effort to purge scientific dis-
course of terms which the mind might interpret as referring
to entities but which actually refer only to intelligible

aspects of things which could not really appear separately.
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Modist grammar appears to treat words as entities - they
have matter and form; they are substances supporting
accidents. His perspective leads Ockham to deny that logic
is truly a science. It deals with the instruments of the
mind, not with real substances. There can be no science of
such fictions (concepts and reasoning are ficta, things made
by the mind). Much less can there be a scientific grammar.

John Poinsot renews the effort to incorporate an
examination of signification within philosophy. He defends
the proposition that logic is a true science. John dis-
cusses and tries to refute several Ockhamist objections re-
garding the status of the natural and conventional universal.
His treatment again gives considerable importance to the
notion of form.

Between Ockham and John Poinsot appear the skeptical
(so-called) Ockhamists of the fourteenth century and the
Renaissance grammarians. The first group lost the
Aristotelian sense of Ockham's thought. He himself regarded
the natural universal as giving unit to the scientific judg-
ment. Attribution of properties to a nature (for instance,
'man can reason') expresses a judgment about a complex
(that is, about a proposition), but through this complexx,
real things are known. The parts of the complex are
individual words which have the capacity to signify many
things. This differs in important respects from the Modist
use of form; it is more careful and restricted. Neverthe-

less, it gives the judgment a principle of unity.
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The Ockhamists regard a complex as the object of
belief or knowledge. Brief references to their work in
the next chapter will suggest their important departure
from the views of their supposed mentor.57

The second group mentioned above--the Renaissance
grammarians--regard the Modists, the terminists, Ockham, and
the Ockhamists as narrow dialecticians. Of course, they
develop the study of language along important lines, re-
discovering the classics and promoting the use of Greek
and of classical Latin. However, they failed to appreciate
this incipient treatment of signification outlines above,

just as they ignored medieval progress in other aspects

of logic.
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CHAPTER III

PHILOSOPHICAL AND GRAMMATICAL ATTACKS

ON THE MODISTS

Two kinds of objections generated attacks on the
Modist doctrines. William of Ockham warned insistently of
the danger of attributing properxties actually belonging to
the sign or to constructions of signs to the extra-mental
thing known. Ockhamists discerned in the Modist grammar the
tendency to attribute a certain real status to parts of
speech and to constructions. Later, Renaissance writers
suggested that grammar could dispense with attention to the
modes. Streamlining the introductory disciplines of grammar
and logic would permit attention to guestions more relevant
to the life of man. This chapter considers both kinds of
objection, but the criticism of Ockham and the Ockhamists
relates more closely to the notion of form as a unifying
principle in the study of language.

The Modists built the beginnings of a philosophic
treatment of language starting from the notion of form.
Form appears in this treatment as the intelligible pfinciple
of the word and of the construction. The contrast between

matter (as a common underlying principle) and form (as a
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underlying principle) and form (as a distinguishing char-
acteristic) aids often in the analysis of the modes and of
the parts of speech. Thomas of Erfurt concludes his treat-
ment of language with an ingquiry into its formal principles.
This entire treatment depends on the realistic position on
the questinn of universals described in the introduction.
Since Ockham took exception to this position, his views on

language contradict those of the Modists on many points.

Part I: Philosophical Objections

Ockham

How does language relate to the mind, to the world,
and to other forms of representation? This section of
the present chapter considers two nearly contemporary
alternatives to the Modist approach. Ockham understands
language as a material system of representation and therefore
potentially deceptive. There can be no universal thing,
he points out. The Platonic form is just that - though it
seems paradoxical, such a form is a universal individual.
The spoke or written word can only be conventionally
associated with the universal. The mind can know things,
but the object of its knowledge is a proposition (complexum)
not a form.

Ockham gave considerable attention to the gquestion
of the universal. 1In examining this question at some length

in his Summa totius logicae, Ockham first distinguishes

between the singular and the universal.
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In one sense the name 'singular' signifies whatever
is one thing and not several. If it is so understood,
then those who hold that a universal is a certain quality
of the mind predicable of many things (but standing for
these many things, not for itself) have to say that every
universal is truly and really a singular. For just as
every word, no matter how common it may be by convention,
is truly and really singular and numerically one, since
it is one thing and not many, so likewise the mental
content that signifies several things outside is truly
and really singular and numerically one, since it is one
thing and not many things, though it signifies several
things.l

The sign as sign is an individual. It is universal in its
capacity to signify many. Ockham makes it clear that univer-
sality relates to predication. Substances are individual.
A universal substance is a fiction.
Ockham repeats this point, quoting a relevant pas-
sage from Avicenna.
e o o oNothing is universal except by signification, by
being a sign of several things. This is what Avicenna
says in the fifth book of the Metaphysics: 'One form
in the intellect has reference to a multitude, and in
this sense it is a universal, since the universal is a

content in the intellect which is equally related to
anything you take,'2

This passage is of interest in part because Avicenna uses

'form' in the manner that is appropriate for the efforts of

the Modists. The form is universal, and it is equally related

to anything of which it can be predicated. Ockham again

briefly quotes Avicenna:

'The form, though universal in reference to individuals,

is nevertheless individual in reference to the particular
mind in which it is impressed, for it is one of the forms

in the intellect.' He wishes to say here that the universal

is one particular content of the mind itself, of such a
nature as to be predicated of several things . . .
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This form, then, is individual as the content of the mind,
but universal in its capacity to signify many.

Ockham's distinction between the natural and con-
ventional universal was noted earlier. Some signs are
naturally predicable of many things, "as smoke naturally
signifies fire, or a groan the pain of a sick man, ox
laughter an inner joy." Such a sign is the concept of the
mind. On the other hand, an uttered word is universal,
but it signifies many things according to convention.

Ockham insists again in a later passage that the

universal cannot be a substance of any kind.

e « « o« It is clear that the universal is a mental
content of such nature as to be predicated of many
things . . . All agree that every universal is pre-
dicable of things. But only a mental content of con-
ventional sign, not a substance, is of such nature as
to be predicated.4

This differs little from what Ockham pointed out above. He
goes on to note an obvious difference that is of importance
in the discussion of objects of belief and knowledge.

Consequently, only a mental content or a
conventional sign is universal. However, at present I
am not using 'universal' for a conventional sign, but
for that which is naturally a universal. Moreover, it
is clear that no substance is of such a nature as to be
predicated; for if that were true, it would follow that
a proposition would be composed of particular substances,
and consequently that the subject could be_in Rome and
the predicate in England. That is absurd.>

The universal can appear in a judgment; the conventional uni-

versal can appear in a spoken or written sentence. Aristotle

had pointed out that words stand proxy for the things about

which men are speaking, and Ockham repeats the point here.
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This becomes problematical when the later Ockhamists treat
the proposition as that which is known, though Ockham him-
self contended that we know things outside the mind by way
of the proposition.

Ockham treats the proposition as something mental
or written; it does not correspond to what might be called
a state of affairs in recent works on semantics. Again,
he points out that such things are not substances.

« o o <A proposition is either in the mind or in spoken

or written words. Consequently, its parts are either

in the mind or in speech or in writing. Such things,

however, are not particular substances. Therefore, it

is established that no proposition can be composed of

universals; hence universals are in no way substances.®
Earlier writers had tried at times to indicate how real
substances can in some sense enter into propositions. The
Modist grammar offers the notion that words and propositions,
like real substances, are composed of matter and form.
Ockham rejects this approach, while continuing to maintain
that the mind understands real things by means of this
complex. The later Ockhamists, as will be seen below,
focus on the complex itself as the object of knowledge or
belief.

Scholars long thought that the Grammatica Speculativae

came from the pen of Duns Scotus. His realism in treating
the universal and the understood form provides both justi-
fication and vocabulary for the speculative grammars.

Ockham's criticism of Scotus' view on the universals thus
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undermines as well these grammatical efforts.
Although it is clear to many that a universal is
not a substance existing outside the mind in individuals
and really distinct from them, still some are of that
opinion that a universal does in some manner exist outside
the mind in individuals, although not really but only
formally distinct from them. Hence they say that in
Socrates there is human nature, which is ‘*contracted to'
Socrates by an individual difference which is not really
but only formally distinct from this nature.?
Scotus, then, would not argue that the universal is itself
an individual substance. He merely says that the form exists
within individuals in such a way that the mind can separate
the form from the individuating difference. The universal,
then, is "formally distinct" from individuals. The
separability of the form from individuating differences
supports the possibility of intentional existence for the
form. Without this intentional existence, the effort
of the Modists to connect the word with what it signifies
seems futile.
OGckham offers the following as part of his refuta-
tion:
In creatures, no extra-mental distinction of any
kind is possible except where distinct things exist,
If, therefore, some kind of distinction exists between
this nature and this differenceé it is necessary that
they be really distinct things.
Ockham here denies that there can be a formal distinction
without a real distinction. If there is a distinction within
a creature, it cannot be "extra-mental”; it must, in this

case, be a distinction of reason. There is a real difference

only between separate individuals. Ockham further explains

this point.
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e « o« oI take this individual difference and the nature
that it 'contracts' and ask 'Is the distinction greater
or less than between two individuals?' It is not
greater, since they do not differ really; whereas
individuals do differ really. Nor is it less, for then
the two things said to be distinct would f£all under the
same concept, just as two individuals fall under the
same concept. Consequently, if the one is numerically
one on its own account, the other will also be so on its
own account.9

Ockham contends that it is impossible to maintain such a
formal distinction without contending that the universal
can be a distinct substance. This suggests that if the
form is to appear under different modes in the extra-mental
thing, in the mind, and in the sign, each of these will be

a distinct substance.
Ockham briefly gives his own view of the universal.

I maintain that a universal is not something real
that exists in a subject (of inherence), either inside
or outside the mind, but that it has being only as a
thought-object in the mind. It is a kind of mental
picture which as a thought-object has a being similar to
that which the thing outside the mind has in real
existence. What I mean is this: The intellect, seeing
a thing outside the mind, forms in the mind a picture
resembling it, in such a way that if the mind had the
power to produce as it has the power to picture, it
would produce by this act a real outside thing which
would be ronly numerically distinct from the former real
thing . . . A universal is not the result of generation,
but of abstraction, which is only a kind of mental
picturing.l10

The universal is not a real thing, but rather an object of
thought. However, the metaphysical basis for Ockham's

defense of scientific knowing can be seen in this passage.
The mind has an ability to picture things outside the mind,
and these mental images are so like the extra-mental thing

that if the mind had the power to produce them, they would
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differ only numerically from the thing known. Ockham compares
this abstraction with the mental picturing of an artist.

The case would be similar, analogously speaking,
to the activity of an artist. For just as the artist
who sees a house or building outside the mind first
pictures in the mind a similar house and later produces
a similar house in reality which is only numerically
distinct from the first, so in our case the picture in
the mind that we get from seeing something outside would

act as a pattern.ll

The Modists might regard signification as exactly this kind
of artistic activity. The mind fashions materials signs

in such a way as to conform to the mental picture it has

of external things. No individual word "differs only
numerically” from the mental picture, since the spoken

or written word is not an image of what it represents.

But to argue that a complete statement has a proper form
suggests that the complete statement does convey a mental
picture. The Modists emphasize the unity of the propssition,
while Ockham underlines that it is a complex of universals
and (in the case of written or spoken propositions) other

termse.

Ockham later enumerates some instruments and products

of the mind.

« « « Fictions have being in the mind, but they do not
exist independently, because in that case they would be
real things and so a chimera and a goat-stag and so on
would be real things. So some things exist only as
thought-objects.

Likewise, propositions, syllogisms, and other similar
objects of logic do not exist independently; therefore
they exist only as thought-objects, so that their being
consists in being known. Consequently, there are beings
which exist only as thought-objects.
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Again, works of art do not seem to inhere in the
mind of the craftsman as independent subjects any more
than the creatures did in the divine mind before
creation.l2

One consequence of this, as Ockham points out elsewhere, is
that logic is not a science. Its objects of study are not
substances and therefore do not have independent existence.
The universal in a truly scientific study refers to many
extra-mental things, not to many things whose being consists
exactly in their being known.
A later passage expresses clearly Ockham's position
on a point that his supposed successors treat differently.
« « « o Just as the spoken word 'Socrates' stands by
convention for the thing it signifies, so that one who
hears this utterance, 'Socrates is running,' does not
conceive that this word, 'Socrates,' which he hears, is
running, but rather that the thing signified by this
word is running; so likewise one who knew or understood
that something was affirmatively predicated of this
cognition of a singular thing would not think that the
cognition was such and such, but would conceive that the
thing to which the cognition refers is such and such.
Hence, just as the spoken word stands by convention for
a thing, so the act of the intellect, by its very nature,

and without any convention, stands for the thing to which
it refers.l3

The above passage indicates the relation of Ockham's treat-
ment of the universal to questions of signification. The
concept (or "thought-object”) can naturally represent many,
while the spoken or written word conventionally does so.
Ockham also indicates here that real extra-mental things

are known by means of the propositions we utter or write
about them. Cognition does na: terminate in the word as such

but in the complex as representatives of a judgment.
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Ockham's tréatment of supposition also deals, at
least tangentially, with questions of language. He begins
with the following definition:
'Suppositio' means taking the position, as it
were, of something else. Thus, if a term stands in a
proposition instead of something, in such a way (a) that
we use the term for the thing, and (b) that the term (or
its nominative case, if it occurs in an obligue case) is
true of the thing (or of a demonstrative pronoun which
points to the thing), then we say that the term has suppo-
sitio for the thing.j-4
The definition suggests that words refer to things. Supposi-
tion concerns the way a term takes the place of a thing.
In personal supposition, the term stands for that which it
fundamentally signifies. Simple supposition means that a
term supposites or stands for an intention of the mind,
while in material supposition, a term stands for a spoken
or written sign only. In the three sentences 'man is an
animal,' 'man is a species,' and 'man is a noun,' ‘man’
has first personal, then simple, then material supposition.
Ockham emphasized above that the universal exists
only as a thought-object; individual substances exist.
In considering supposition, he also gives most importance
to that supposition in which the term stands "for what it
fundamentally signifies."” This is the ordinary and natural
use of a term. "In whatever proposition a term is placed,
it may have personal suppositio, if it is not arbitrarily

15
limited to another suppositio by those who use it."

Knowledge begins from perception of an individual thing, but

even in the initial act of perception the rudimentary
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universal is present. As Moody summarizes this point,

e « « « We acquire from sense experience a starting point
for inquiry, experiment, and the dialectical process
which elicit (though they do not produce) the intellectual
intuition of determinate essential nature . . . 16

Aristotle and Averroes had contended that things or concepts
are necessary, imperishable, and incorruptible. Ockham
argues that it is rather a truth (a complex or proposition
expressing a scientific judgment) which can be necessary.

The supposition of a term influences the truth of

a statement.

As the three sorts of suppositio apply to a spoken
sign, so also they can be applied to a written sign.
Hence, if the following four propositions are written,
‘Man is an animal,' 'Man is a species,' 'Man is a mono-
syllabic word,' ‘'Man is a written word,' each one of
these could be true, but each for a different object.
For that which is an animal is by no means a species,
nor a monosyllabic word, nor a written word. Likewise,
that which is a species is not an animal nor a mono-
syllabic sign. And so with the others.l7

In more complex propositions, what holds true of man in

one supposition will not hold true of him in others. These

principles are helpful in the interpretation of texts.
Ockham observes that it is important not to ignore

the author's sense by interpreting the text too literally.

One must carefully consider whether a term and a
proposition are taken in virtue of expression, and whether
they are taken according to the usage of those who are
speaking and the authors' intention, because there is
hardly any word which is not equivocally taken in some
mode of eqguivocation in the various books of the
Philosophers and the Saints and the Authors. Those,
therefore, who are decided always to take a word uni-
vocally and in one mode, frequently err about the
intention of the author and concerning the inquiry of
truth, since almost all words are taken equivocally.l18
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The Modists had pointed out that the modes of signifying
could vary according to context; the same noun might appear
in different cases, and its meaning would thus be somewhat
changed. However, the essential modes of signification would
belong to the word as a word, without considering its
context. Ockham interprets signification as more heavily
dependent on context. For example, the Modists content that
the mode of signifying of 'man' would always be in the
manner of a being or of a permanent disposition, since it is
a nomen. However, this substantive term could represent a
man, or many men indifferently, or a concept, or a part of
speech. The very effort to have a scientific grammar
suggests that words can be understood somewhat as substances,
i.e., that their meanings are fixed. Ockham might well
include the Modists among "those . . . who are decided always
to take a word univocally and in one mode."
Ockham's distinction between logic and the real
sciences implies that grammar cannot be a real science.
Logic is distinguished from the real sciences in
the following manner. The real sciences are about mental
contents, since they are about contents which stand forx
things; for even though they are mental contents, they
still stand for things. Logic, on the other hand, is
about mental contents that stand for mental contents . . .

We deny it to be a real science because it is not
about mental contents that stand for real things.l9

The same criticism Ockham addresses here to logic applies
a fortiori to grammar. However, in some looser sense logic
is a science. Grammar and logic are kinds of knowledge which

provide an introduction to the real sciences. Ockham some~
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times speaks of logic as a science, even in contexts in which
the logic he speaks of seems closely related to grammar.

Another use of logic is the ease which it gives in
perceiving the virtue of expression and the proper manner
of speaking. For by this science one may easily know
what is uttered by an author in virtue of expression and
what is not uttered by virtue of expression bhut according
to the usual manner of speaking or according to the
intention of a teacher--what is said in a proper way and
what is said metaphorically. This is highly necessary for
all who study the texts of authors. For he who always
takes the words of an author in their proper sense and

in virtue of expression falls into error and inexplicable
difficulties.20

Here, Ockham refers to logic as a science, though in fact he
speaks about the proper interpretation of statements in
ordinary language. The lagician must know how to distinguish
what is said properly from what is said metaphorically.
'Virtue of expression' seems to refer to what we would call
the literal meaning of a passage.

Ockham considers several questions related to the
work of the Modists. He agrees that words do signify
real things outside the mind. He, like the Modists, accepts
the truth of scientific judgments. Ockham gave considerable
attention to semantic questions also treated in the speculative
grammars. However, he displaces form from its central role
in their theory of signification. First, from the perspective
of his own metaphysics, he points out that only individuals
exist; no existingbeing can be universal. Second, knowledge
involves an individual person using a sign to express his
knowledge, which begins from examination of individual

substances. Third, in signification, the ordinary use of a
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substantive term is to refer to individuals. A proposition
is true when the subject and predicate stand for the same
thing. The Modists attribute chiefly to words themselves
a capacity for signification. Particular parts of speech
have the necessary attributes to perform their grammatical
function. Ockham emphasizes rather the role of convention
in signification. The Modist attribution of modes of
signification to a particular word suggest that its manner
of reference is fixed; it is like a substance, being composed
of matter and form. Ockham, though, points out that the
substance~like qualities of the nomen do not prevent it
from standing in place of a spoken word or a part of speech.

Some elements, though, suggest still the possibility
of fullexr development of a treatment of signification. First,
the universal is like a mental picture. This differs consider-
ably from the Modist use of 'form', since it does not suggest
that people with the same oconcept (i.e., those who agree
in accepting a particular definition) have the same mental
picture. The mental picture exists in an individual mind.
Nevertheless, this mental picture is a natural sign.

Second, if the mind had the power to produce, says Ockham,
it would produce a second real thing differing only
numerically from its object of knowledge. Ockham tries to
work out how the conventional sign can signify. The spoken
or written proposition is what the mind can produce. The

problem of signification concerns how and to what extent

the proposition can produce something similar to what the
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mind knows. John Poinsot takes up this problem, which the

Renaissance grammarians set aside.

Ockhamist Skeptics

The later Ockhamists deny their mentor's main point -
that scientific knowledge concerns substances. In Ockham's
view, knowledge of the nature of a thing gives rise to the
scientific judgment. In later works, some writers question
the certainty of natural knowledge. Others contend that what
is known is only the complex of words, not what is signified.
In fact, some later writers often called Ockhamists play on
verbal paradoxes to show the weakness of Aristotelian logic,
though Ockham had wanted to defend Aristotelian logic from
the influence of neo-Platonism. The subtleties of the later
writers add little to Ockham's observations regarding
knowledge and language. These departures undermine the unity
of the proposition. The Modists considered the proposition
to be a unity; it has a form of its own. Ockham's supposition
theory argued that in the true proposition, the subject and
predicate stand for the same thing. Again, this implies
unity. The later writers understand the proposition only as
a complex. This represents a definite break with the view
of knowledge which provides the support for Modist treatment
of signification.

The later medieval logicians applied the theory of
supposition in a critique of the possibility of natural

tnowledge. In the present section of this chapter, 1 outline
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only a doctrine prohibited at the University of Paris in
1340 concerning the literal interpretation of the works of
famous authors and the dispute carried on in the work of
Robert Holkot concerning the object of belief or knowledge.
In the first point, the later writers clearly depart from
one of the strictures regarding interpretation of texts
mentioned above. Ockham's position on the second point is
somewhat disputed.

In 1340, the University of Paris prohibited certain
doctrines, some of which concern particular views of language.
One concerns the danger of understanding and evaluating
statements of philosophic authors according to their purely
literal or grammatical sense, and without construing them in
the sense intended by their author. A second admonition is
the following:

Further, that no one should assert, without a dis-
tinction or exposition, that Socrates and Plato, or God
and a creature, are nothing; because those words sound
very badly if taken at face value, and because such a
proposition hasone sense that is false, namely if the
negation implicit in this word ‘*nothing' is understaod

to apply not only to being, in its singular sense, but
also to beings taken plurally.2l

The prohibited proposition seems to be a clever turn of
Ockham's contention that only individuals exist. Any pair
of things will not be any one thing. The pairs are not
reducible to anything simpler. Socrates and Plato are men,
but this only means that 'man' can be predicated of each.
There is no substance or gquality which Plato and Socrates

share. Likewise, a creature has a relation of dependency
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on God, but the two beings have nothing in common.
Condemned at the same time is the notion that no
proposition is true if it is not true when construed with

22
suppositio personalis. Ockham had given the principal

pPlace within supposition theory to personal supposition, but
had not denied that propositions using other kinds of
supposition could be true.
Some writers disputed whether the object of judgment
or belief is properly speaking the proposition (the complex)
or what is signified by the propositinn. The fifth item
prohibited is the following:
« « « «No one shall say that there is no knowledge of
things which are not signs, that is, which are not terms
or statements; because in the sciences we use terms for
things, which we cannot carry with us to the disputations.
Hence, we have knowledge concerning things, even though it
is by means of terms or statements.23

Ockham himself may or may not have held this view; some of

his statements seem to indicate so. On the other hand,

the passage quoted earlier concerning the difference between

logic and the real sciences affirms that "the parts, i.e.,

the terms, of the propositions known by real science, stand

24
for things . . ." In one of his works, Holkot interprets

Ockham as arguing that the things represented by a propo;ition
are the objects of knowledge, and he disagrees with him. °

In another work, though, Holkot contends that
Ockham held that the object of knowledge or belief is the
complex, or proposition. In a certain sense, this is simply

a reflection of Aristotle's thought. He denied that the
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concept by itself could be true or false. Only the proposition
which joins together two concepts which are joined in reality
or which separates two concepts which do not exist together
can be true or false. 'Man' as such is neither true nor
false; the proposition 'A man runs' may be true or false.
Since this complex may be true or false, it may or may not
be the object of knowledge.

Holkot is not saying this. He argues rather that
each spoken or written proposition is different from all
others, whether or not they have been expressed before.
First, Holkot points out that it must be the complex and not
the things represented which are true.

Similarly, only that can be the object of knowing

which is known to be true; therefore the thing outside
the mind (res extra) is not the object of knowing.
Further, many true propositions do not precisely signify
any thing. For example, 'Man is not a chimera,' or 'Man
is not white' could be true propositions, and 'chimera’
or 'white' could just as well be taken to be the object
of these negatives as 'man.'Z26
Here, Holkot is pointing out that neither part of the complex
has more claim to being the object of the act of judgment.
The complex, whether affirmative or negative, involves more
than one element.

Proceeding from this first point, Holkot goes on
to argue that God could know more than he does. Again, the
object of knowledge is the proposition. Propositions are
contingent beings which come into being and cease to be.

If there were no rational creatures, there would be no

propositions, and in this case we could even say that God
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tnows nothing. The following is an excerpt from Holkot's

argument on this point:

I will prove that according to the above (Ockham's
principles), all ought to concede that God could know
more than he does:; second, that he could know less than
he does; and third, that this proposition is possible:
'Nothing is known by God.'27 '

From this, we can proceed to the argument on one of these
points.

Let it be conceded that propositions and creatures
are finite. Hence, it is clear that this sentence is
possible, ‘'God knows nothing', because it is possible
that nothing is true; and it is certain if only a
proposition can be true and if only creatures and what
is of creatures are complex (propositional), then it is
just as possible that nothing be true as that no creature
exist.28

And Holkot goes on to say that the number of words spoken
and books written adds to the number of propositions. " . . .
after many books have been written and many men speaking and
listening, there are many more propositions than before."29
Holkot is chiding Ockham for what he regards as a lack of
faithfulness to his own principles regarding propositions.
Moody notes that less than a generation after his years
at Oxford, Ockham's doctrine seemed conservative in comparison
with the teachings of Bradwardine, Holkot, and John of
Mirecourt.

These speculations take us far from the considerations
regarding language found in the Modists and in Ockham. For

the later writers, the spoken or written complex, given

more subtle interpretation, appears as a barrier to knowledge.
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Ockham had centered science on the complex, and he had
explained the complex as a composition of universals and
other terms. The universal, either natural or conventional,
has the capacity to signify many things. The later Ockhamists
develop the notion that the complex itself does not express
knowledge, but is rather the very object known. The later
writers, then, represent a decisive step away from the

Modist treatment of signification.

Part 2: Grammatical Objections

The present section appears more for the sake of
historical balance than for any precise contribution to the
questions raised earlier regarding signification. The
Renaissance writers decry the "logic-choppers" of the late
medieval period in a way reminiscent of John of Salisbury's
complaints against the Cornificians. Some reject scholas-
ticism entirely because they seek a return to a simpler
understanding of Christianity; Erasmus exemplifies this
attitude. Others regard the scholastic educational establish-
ment as an impediment to the development of a classical
Latin style and the dissemination of the Greek classics.

A number of objections to scholastic logic and grammar
appear in these pages, though none of them touch precisely
on the role of form in a scientific treatment of significa-
tion. Renaissance writers simply had different interests

and preoccupations than the late scholastics.
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Paetow points out that logic and dialectic became

so influential during a certain period in the Middle Ages
that they obscured all the other arts.

A much more important change was effected by the
influence of scholasticism which gradually transformed
grammar into a speculative study. Instead of referring
to examples from the best Latin literature to explain

a doubtful point, the grammarians now preferred to solve
the matter by the rules of logic.30

A popular work of the time, "The Battle of the Seven Arts,"
presents Paris (and dialectic) gaining a temporary advantage
over Orleans (and the study of the classics).31 The
Renaissance represents not a direct rediscovery of the
classics by some isolated individuals, but rather a re-
assertion of the point of view represented by Orleans, a
point of view which had been unpopular during an era taken
up with dialectic. Paul Oskar Kristeller warns how difficult
it is to separate the cross currents found in comparing the
doctrines of the Middle Ages (an extremely long period,
usually taken to extend from 500 to 1300 or 1350) with
those of the Renaissance.32

Many Renaissance writers interpret grammar as
preparation for rhetoric. Petrarch exalts the study of
Cicero and the ideal of eloguence. Valla, in fact, places
rhetoric above philosophy: "Philosophy is like a soldier
or a tribune, undexr the command of oratory, the queen, as a
great tragedian calls it."33 He re-interprets Jerome's

dream; perhaps Jerome feared Cicero's philosophy rather than

his elogquence.
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Why should we not think that it was Cicero's
philosophy which harmed Jerome, rather than his art of
speaking? I do not want to make a comparison here
between philosophy and eloquence, or say which can do
more harm; many have spoken of this, and they have shown
that philosowny can scarcely be consistent with the
Christian religion, since all heresies have derived f£from
philosophical sources. Rhetoric, on the other hand, has
bee§4shown to have nothing which is not praiseworthy in
ite '
This passage bears out Kristeller's observation that the
Renaissance marks a shift in attention. Valla does not try
to offer a point-by-point refutation of late scholastic
philosophy or theology. He simply aligns himself with a
tradition suspicious of philosophy and praises others who
have belonged to that tradition.
Valla's appreciation for gracious expression prevents
him from praising Thomas Aquinas above any of the Fathers of
5
the Church in his accomplishment. First, he cannot praise
him highly for his use of philosophy in theology; '"this is,
to my mind, a slippery, uncertain argument." He remarks
ironically on Thomas' supposed affirmatinn that he had never
36
read a book which he had not clearly understood. Valla
does take the opportunity, though, to praise Augustine
and Jerome.
Erasmus evaluates scholasticism similarly. Thomas
Aquinas receives faint praise for having avoided some of
the excesses of other scholastics.
The nature of Thomas does not render him of no use
for speaking, though he ought to have applied himself

there as he did in philosophy. Scotus and others like
him are useful for knowledge, but rhetorically useless.37
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In Erasmus' view, all these writers conceded too much to
authority to Aristotle. He dreams of a truly Christian
philosophy, unencumbered with scholastic complexities. In
his exegesis of the New Testament, Erasmus repeatedly
corrects Thomas, often remarking consescendingly that the
general ignorance of the era in which Thomas lived must be
taken into account.38 The medieval foolhardiness of writing
Scriptural commentaries without knowing Greek shocks Valla
and Erasmus.
The authoritatiwe ménner of scholastic teaching
offends the humanists.
There are some who call their works Summae and
Summarum Summae . . . in their teachings they never
hesitate, they doubt nothing, they are sure of every-

thing, they command everything. One would think that
they are lawgivers, not teachers.39

Vives criticizes the logicians' treatment of language, re-
ferring to " . . . certain individuals (who) are espousing
a hideous form of barbarism and monstrous parodies of the

university curriculum, which they prefer to call 'sophisms’
40

Vives' criticism of the pseudo-logicians resembles
John~of Salisbury's exasperated characterization of the
Cornificians. Pedants so complicate the vocabulary and
technique of logic that it can consume years of unproductive
study. The "ppetentious vocabulary"41 to which he refers

is particularly that of the terminist logicians, who have

developed such a complicated terminology that it is intel-
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ligible only to the initiated.
What language does this logic of yours belong to?
French, Spanish, Gothic, or Vandal perhaps? It certainly
is not Latin. The teaching of logic should use words
and statements which will be intelligible to anyone who
knows the language in which he is speaking.42
Vives articulates more fairly than Valla or Erasmus
Renaissance objections to the style and content of the
terminist logic. Peter of Spain, William of Shexwood,
and William of Ockham, like most of the scholastics, use
a special terminology. They seek to make philosophy true
scientific discourse, and one aspect of that effort is work
toward a common vocabulary in which words are given the same
precise meaning by all disputants. His criticism above could
be directed at contemporary symbolic logic, which has
developed for many of the same reasons which led to the
growth of terminist logic. Though directed to the terminists,
Vives' criticism applies also to the Modists.
Vives briefly examines the departure of the new
logicians from the proper understanding of the trivium.
These three arts that deal with language came from
the people and not from teachers, for at first there
were the Latin and Greek languages, and afterwards
grammatical, rhetorical, and logical formulas were dis-
covered in them. Language was not twisted to suit the
rules, but rather the rules followed the pattern of the
language. We do not speak Latin in a certain way because
Latin grammar bids us so to speak; on the contrary grammar

recommends us to speak in a certain way because that is
the way Latin is spoken.43

Vives here proposes that grammar should be descriptive, not
prescriptive. His criticism calls attention to the tendency

in the terminist works to impose limitations on the uses of
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terms and to offer careful rules for the interpretation of

a particular use of a word. Grammarians, Vives suggests,

should respect

the reality of development in language. He

does not directly address the issue of the relationship

between metaphysics or logic and grammar, though he does

suggest generally that the teachers ought not to impose

authoritative rules unnecessarily regarding usage.

The new logicians, too, lack all common sense in

their interpretation of phrases de rigore. Vives singles

out Petexr of Spain in his protest against this abuse,

though it seems that this complaint applies even more to

44

the later Ockhamists. Like Erasmus, Vives exalts the

Fathers of the
dialecticians,
Logic prepares
£§ devote time
matter of more

Vives,

Church for their orthodoxy and clarity; the

on the other hand, have introduced absurdities.
one to study the other sciences; it is folly
to it which could be better spent in a subject
intrinsic interest or usefulness.

like the other Renaissance figures mentioned

above, finds the same errors in all the scholastic writers.

Since he does not distinguish among them according to their

use of form or according to their positions regarding the

universal, his writing does not contribute much to our under-

standing of the point at issue above. It does suggest,

though, that the Modists and terminists might have fared

better had it been more clearly understood that their work

in semantics related more to logic than to grammar. Both

45
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the speculative grammarians and the terminist logicians
sought to develop a scholastic philosophy of language:;
questions of ordinary usage were of less interest for
them.

In his discussion of Ramus, Ong evaluates more
dispassionately the medieval writers; they are, he points
out, extremely concerned with formal logic, but unable to
develop a simpler symbolism than the Latin language in
order to make further progress. He offers a brief explana-
tion for the barbarisms of the terminists.

These apparently anti-grammatical positions caused
trouble because they looked more like the product of
illiteracy than attempts to control language in a
special way for special technical purposes. Indeed they
were not very happy ventures in language control.

Caught in the difficulties inherent in a "natural”
language, the scholastic logicians hardly knew what to
to; they bogged down further in the linguistic actual-

ity and in the development of elaborate and refined
rules .46

One of the passages quoted earlier from the Modists or
terminists fits together well with the above description.
What Ong does not specifyhere is that one of the purposes
for which a special technical language was developed was
in order to have a more purely formal logic. Use of
ordinary language leads to many questions concerning the
ontological commitments implicit in the language. The
terminists carried out lengthy analyses of terms; Ockham,
for instance, contended that all other accidents could be

reduced to substance and quality. He reforms language in
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the light of his interpretation of the principle that only
individual substances exist.

The Modists become involved in a complex hierarchy
of forms. To the natter and form analysis of the material
substance, they added a similar analysis of the word, of
the various parts of speech, and of the complete construc-
tion (‘construction' in Modist grammar corresponds to
'written or spoken proposition' in terminist logic). The
inability of the Modists to apply distinct names to generic
and specific properties at each level of analysis could
easily cause confusion, and in this respect Ong's remarks
concern their works. Renaissance writers left aside these
questions of formal logic and made no further advances in
this area.

The humanists rejoiced in the re-discovery of
literary masterpieces. Baldwin quotes a brief passage

from Guillaume Budé :

The best part, I think,we now have in our hands,
saved from the deluge of more than a thousand years:
for a deluge indeed, calamitous to life, had so
drained and absorbed literature itself and the kindred
arts worthy of the name, and kept them so dismantled
and buried in barbarism mud that it was a wonder they
could still exist.47

For Bude, enamored of Greek literary classics, the Middle
Ages were barbarous. During the fourteenth century, the
literary triumph of the vernacular languages and the
beginning of the revival of Greek mark the transition

48
from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance. Bude's
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exaggerated criticism blinds him to the fact that his era
continues work begun in the Middle Ages. Ockham, Agquinas,
Anselm, and even Augustine incorporated elements of Greek
thought in the development of Christian theology. During
the Renaissance, attention shift from philosophical
classics to literary classics.

Renaissance writers deri ded the medievals' Latin;
they reject the changes that had come about in medieval
Latin, as could only be expected in a living language.
They clamored for a return to Augustan style. In an
introduction to Latin grammar, Valla questions whether any
medieval writer (remembering that this includes John of
Salisbury, Thomas Aguinas, and Dante) had a proper mastery
of Latin.

Present conditions are such that every true friend
of (classic) literature can scarcely restrain his tears.
The Latin language is now in no better plight than the
city of Rome after the capture by the Goths. For
centuries, the philosophers, jurists, and orators have
been using a language which does not show any longer a

trace of pure Latin and with which they can barely make
themselves understood.49

Valla complains of the specialized language of philosophers
and jurists; in fact, such special uses of terms are a
natural part of language. However, he also echoes Vives'
contention that the grammarians and others have misused
their positions, attempting to prescribe fixed rules for
language.

Renewed interest in the study of particular languages



103
decreased attention to building a theory of universal
grammar around the principles of Latin grammar. Some
Renaissance figures questioned whether the increasing
study of languages helped or hindered the development of
philosophy.

Peretto (p. 121) used to say that the time spent
on learning Latin and Greek actbially hinders learning
and developing philosophy. No language (p. 123) has
in itself any peculiar value. Aristotle, therefore,
not only may be studied in Latin, but might be studied
in Italian. In fact, (p. 126) language studies may be
illusory, as we see around us. 'I grieve at the
wretched condition of modern times, in which study is
spent not in being, but in seeming wise . . . We think
we know something well enough when, without compre-
hending its nature, we are able to give it the name
given by Cicero, Pliny, Lucretius, Vergil, or Plato,
Aristotle, Demosthenes, Aeschylus.50

Here the advantage of the apparently awkward Latin of the
Modists and terminists appears. Giving technical terms a
fixed and precise meaning ensures the effectiveness of
communication. It is easier to distinguish clearly between
Ockham's and Holkot's views on signification than, for
instance, it would be to distinguish Wittgenstein's from
Heidegger's.

Leading Renaissance figures offer a few remarks
concerning the Modist grammarians. Erasmus scorns the

51

recommendation to read the "insipid Michael Modista.”
Vall refers to the uselessness of many of the studies fostered

by the schools of his era.

But as for these things which are called meta-
physics and modes of signification and other things of
that sort, which the new theologians marvel at as if



they were a new sphere lately discovered, or the
epicycles of the planets. I for my part do not £ind
them so wonderful at all, and I do not think it matters
s0 much whether one knows about them or not--things that
perhaps are better not known because they are obstacles
in the way of better kinds of knowledge.52

Such a detachment from abstract speculation can seem re-

freshing after the labored reasonings of Holkot and other

late medieval writers.

Renaissance figures appreciate graceful literary
devices, not the abstract considerations of language of the
Modist grammars. They admire eloguence, and many imitate
Cicero's elevated style. Many criticize Aristotle's
work for its difficulty and lack of grace. Platonists in
the Renaissance attack Aristotle's rhetoric,53while many
attempt to write in dialogue form. All this represents
a further step away from the fixed technical vocabulary of
the scholastic writers, since they had taken many basic
terms (substance and accident, act and potency, matter
and form) from Aristotle's works. The later Ockhamists
had applied his criteria of certainty and evidence to
Aristotelian metaphysics; Nicholas of Autrecourt went so
far in his critique as to deny the existence of substances.
This rejection of Aristotle caused confusion on some basic
points of metaphysics, but it freed natural scientists to

develop a new approach to mechanics. In a somewhat similar

fashion, Renaissance writers rejected Aristotle’s authority

on other questions.
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However, the Renaissance gradually understood and
interpreted Aristotle's distinctive contribution to poetic

54
theory, though they relied also on Horace's Ars poetica.

At times, nevertheless, the writers congratulate themselves
about their improvements over the Greeks.
Thus far Aristotle; but a more accurate account is
as follows.
For us, with more penetration than Aristotle's . . .

No one before us has reduced figures to definite classi-
fication.

So much for inventio. With greatest toil amid many
difficulties we have elaborated these precepts, which
before us either were not explained at all, or scattered
without art or order, were merely implied, or were in
substance or expression inept.

The Greeks are mistaken if they think we have taken
anything from them except to improve it.

As i1f we were servants of the Greeklings, and not

correctors.55

In short, Renaissance grammarians often emphasized their
originality and freedom from the influence of any tradition
in grammer or rhetoric.

In short, I have found very little continuity between
Renaissance grammar and the highly speculative works of the
Modists. The foregoing passages have indicated some reasons
for this considerable departure. This discussion has taken
us little further in the examination of the role of form
in a theory of signification, but it has indicated that
the ingquiry begun by the Modists, partly rejected in
principle by Ockham, was left aside in favor of other
studies during the Renaissance.

Kristeller defends this perspective concerning the
transition from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance. This

re-~orientation involved a strong impulse toward classical
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studies; the great revival of Greek has been mentioned above.
The humanists were not classical scholars who for
personal reasons had a craving for eloquence, but, vice
versa, they were professional rhetoricians, heirs and
successors of the medieval rhetoricians, who developed
the belief, then new and modern, that the best way to
achieve eloquence was to imitate classical models.56
Medieval grammar, considered as a speculative study, had '
aided the development of theology. Criticism of the realism
underlying that grammar also often arose from theological
considerations. But the new grammer and rhetoric were
to serve non-theological purposes, and the classical authors
were more apt teachers for these purposes than were the
Modists.
Many humanists were rhetoricians and grammarians,
only very secondarily concerned with philosophy. Some
went so far as to contend, as was noted above, that rhetoric
was a higher study than philosophy. The Modists, on the
contrary, had sought a speculative or philosophical grammar.
Kristeller notes the humanist attitude toward logic.
(The humanists) were themselves professionals in
a number of other fields. Their domains were the fields
of grammar, rhetoric, poetry, history, and the study of
the Greek and Latin authors. They also expanded into
the field of moral philosophy, and they made some

attempts to invade the field of logic, which were chiefly
attempts to reduce logic to rhetoric.57

In their educational theory, the humanists sought to simplify
the fields of study which they regarded as introductory--logic
and grammar-:in order to introduce students more quickly

to more valuable works of literature.

Kristeller notes, too, that the humanists did not
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have the same degree of interest in strictly philosephical
gquestions that the medieval writers had had.
In passing from Aristotelianism to the humanism

of the Italian Renaissance, we find ourselves in a

completely different intellectual climate. In my

opinion, it is not so much a question of a group of

different philosophical or theological doctrines, as

has often been thought, as it is of a group of various

studies and preoccupations that touch on philosophical

and theological thought in an important but indirect

manner and that have other centers of diffusion.?8
Interest in signification has greatly diminished in this new
intellectual climate. Ockham and the late medieval writers—-
principally Ockham himself--=have indicated difficulties in
the Modist treatment of signification. They uphold the view
that the form can exist in the real thing, enjoy a new mode
of existence in the mind, and appear in a third mode in a
verbal expression. Ockham insists that the universal cannot
be formally distinct from the individual. Having included
here a long section with little to do with the notion of
form, I will next examine the thought of a philosopher who
wrote some two hundred years after the Modists - John Poinsot.
Other writers returned to these questions before he did, but
he offers a lengthy examination of questions regarding the

sign, and he attempts to answer some of Ockham's objections

regarding the universal.
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CHAPTER IV

FORM IN JOHN POINSOT'S THEORY OF SIGNIFICATION

The effort of the Modists to develop a true
science dealing with the necessary elements in any system
of signs seems to have been forgotten during the Renais-
sance. It re-appears in some passages of John Poinsot's
works on logic. John examines questions concerning the
universal, trying to put to rest some of the "nominalist"
objections. Form takes on somewhat more importance in
his treatment than it had in Ockham's. John discusses
signification at some length, pointing out that words and
signs have their place in one of the metaphysical catego-
ries, that of relation. John restores form to a more
prominent place in the treatment of signification, and he
incorporates the theory of signs into logic.

Second, John indicates that form is not sufficient
as a unifying principle in the discussion of signification.
Analogy is a similarity in signification which does not
arise from identity of form. John's treatment of analogy

differs from Ockham's. On the other hand, both John

112



113
Poinsot and William of Ockham depart from the Modist

reliance on modi significandi. Ockham points out that

whatever intrinsic properties a word may have, it
nevertheless can refer to a real substance, to a con-
cept, or to a part of speech. John, on the other hand,
notes that a term may refer, without equivocation,

to things to which the same universal term could not

refer.

Part 1l: The Universal and the Sign

Some consideration was given earlier to the
scholastic treatment of knowledge and to differences
between Ockham and Thomas Aquinas regarding certain
details. A brief passage from John Poinsot recapitu-
lates the essential points:

It is a property of knowing being, as knowing,
that a thing or perfection existing in another out-
side itself, can be in the knower; but this cannot
take place by receiving the thing itself which
is in another in a material and entitative manner
of receiving, but in a more elevated manner, that is,
in an immaterial and intentional or representative
manner, so that something is existing in one enti-
tatively and in another intentionally or represen-
tatively.l

Implicit in this passage is the related problem of
signification. The knowing power receives in itself
another thing (or the perfection of another thing) in

"an immaterial and intentional or representative manner."
If the extra-mental thing or one of its qualities can

exist in a representative manner in the mind, could it

not likewise exist in a representative manner in a
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proposition? This is one of the questions to which John
addresses himself. Both John and Ockham regard the mental
concept as in some sense an image of the extra-mental thing.
Treatment of signification depends on how and to what extent
written or spoken propositions can produce a true image of
extra-mental things.

Poinsot's discussion of the nominalists suggests

a slight difference between his treatment of the universal
and Ockham's. He speaks of the nominalists as denything
that "any reality" corresponds to the abstract concept.
Ockham denied that the universal was anything outside the
mind. He denied that the universal in the individual could
even be formally distinct from the individual. John's view
differs little from this, but there is a slight change of
emphasis.

(The nominalists) deny that any reality corres-
ponds to a concept abstracting from the individuals.
Their argument is that this state of abstraction is
not found in the real.?

This view thus far differs little from Ockham's position
that the universal is only a thought-object. John con-
tinues:
In answer to it, let us say that when the real pre-
sents several aspects united in a certain thing,
the intellect is not always bound to receive those
several aspects together, but can attain one without
the other. Something is left out, but that which
is grasped is being in a true and proper sense, though
in the real it does not exist apart from what is left
out, just as, in the example already given, sight
attains the true and real color of the fruit, but not

its taste.

John points out that the intellect can consider things
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apart from the conditions under which they exist in reality.
He repeats that what is incomplete is not therefore false.

. . . .To grasp one and leave the other out is not

to form a false concept, but merely an inadequate

one. To such a concept something corresponds on the

part of the known object, yet this objective term of

the concept does not, as such, possess every mode found

in the real; and not everything with which it is con-

joined is perceived by the intellect.
This abstraction could take several forms; for example,
a line or a plane could be abstracted from a surface.
Our present topic relates more closely to the abstraction
of form from matter. The intellect can abstract from the
real thing what it has in common with other things of the
same type or species.

This close relationship between the thing and
the mental concept of the thing appears in the work of
Thomas Aquinas, William of Ockham, and John Poinsot, though
they differ slightlv in terminology. Intentional being
corresponds to real being. The scholastics, as was noted
earlier, refer to the concept formed as the interior word.
Tne excterior word signifies the conception of the mind,
and thus indirectly signifies the extra-mental thing.
Poinsot speaks of the intellect as "a faculty perfectly
drawing things to itself and uniting them to itself;“5
it has this capacity to produce within itself a perfect
image of the thing.
Up to this point, there is little difference be-

tween Aquinas, Ockham, and Poinsot. All agree on the pri-

macy of the existence of the nature in the individual.
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Ockham's insistence on this point was noted earlier.
Aquinas remarks:
Indeed the nature itself which undergoes the act

of being understood, or the act of being abstracted,

or the intention of universality, exists only in the

individuals; it exists as understood, or abstracted,

or with the intention of universality only in the intel-

lect.
Note here that the nature itself exists in the intellect
with the intention of universality. All three philosophers
uphold that the conventional universal also exists with this
"intention of universality." The question remains to what
extent the conventional universal can be linked to the
natural universal.

The differences among these writers appear more
clearly in the discussion of signification, though these
differences have important consequences in other parts
of their works. John Poinsot affirms that the interior word
is a quality of the soul; Ockham denied that this was the
case. John does not agree with Ockham's effort to reduce
the other metaphysical categories to substance and quality,
and he insists on a metaphysical foundation in the real for
the category of relation. Both the natural and conventional
universal fall within this category.

John Poinsot first distinguishes between the natu-
ral and conventional sign. He affirms, though, that the
interior word is itself a quality. "That indeed the word

itself is also a quality is clear, because it is an eXpressed

image representing the object."7 Ockham referred to the
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concept as a mental picture, but he did not consider it to be
a quality in the mind.

John refers to Aquinas' definition of the sign -
"that which represents something other than itself to a
cognitive power." This definition applies to both the con-
cept, which represents the thing known and the spoken or
written word, which immediately represents the concept and
mediately represents the extra-mental thing. He repeats
Augustine's definition, which refers principally to the spoken
or written word -~ "A sign is that which, over and above the
impression that it produces in the sense, causes something
to be known."8® The Modists had sought to explain this pheno-
menon, treating the expression as a bearer of the form which
could be graspad by the intellect. Ockham recognized the
phenomenon, but rejected this manner of explanation. To
him, it would seem an unnecessary multiplication of causes.
Poinsot points out that a sign consists in a cer-

tain relation to another thing, and that it depends on what
is signified.

. « . What manifests in the capacity of sign implies

(a) a relation to something else for, even though a

thing can represent itself, nothing is a sign of itself,

and (b) dependence upon the thing signified, for the

sign is always less than the signified and depends

upon the latter as upon a measure.
John points out that the sign both manifests something else
and represents something else. This separates the two pos-
sible roles for form to play in this process. For a Pla-

tonist, the form itself illuminates the mind in addition

to representing. John takes a thoroughly Aristotelian
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position, arguing that the sign as such must represent the
thing. In addition, he points out that the sign is always
less than the signified. The mental concept relates to the
extra-mental thing as a dependent being; it "depends upon
the latter as upon a measure."

A sign may signify a non-existent. John mentions
the examples of a hoof-print representing or signifying an
animal which has died or the portrait of a man who has since
died. "The essence of the sign entirely consists in being
genuinely and formally that which leads the power to the

w10 The signs mentioned above genuinely lead the

signified.
cognitive power to what is signified, and they do so through
some connection with the form of what is signified. The
effectiveness of the sign does not imply the present exis-
tence of what is signified. This, of course, could happen
even in the case of a universal; 'dinosaur' signifies
genuinely and formally, though there are no existing in-
stances.
In view of this explanation of signification,

John elaborates on the distinction between the natural and
the conventional sign.

. . . .The conventional sign moves (the cognitive

power) in virtue of the meaning imposed upon it.

It does not exercise any motion on the basis of its own

knowability or in virtue of its own being. As in the

case of the other unreal beings, all it does is done

mediately and in virtue of something else.
The material sign has meaning by virtue of an imposition.

Its own material being does not enable it to be effective

as a sign; rather, it signifies "mediately and in virtue
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of something else," that is, by virtue of the natural sign
or concept. The natural sign or concept signifies immedi-
ately and by virtue of its own knowability.

The conventional sign, dealt with at such great
length by the Modists, is thus dependent on the natural sign.
The concept or cognition is a quality;12 it is an accident
inhering in the intellect. It has a real relation with what
it signifies, while the conventional sign has only a relation
of reason. The status of relations will be considered more
carefully below. With respect to work in universal grammar,
John's founding of the conventional sign implies the lack
of even a relation of reason between the various syncate-
gorematic terms and anything in the real order. On this
point, he differs little from the Modists or from William
of Ockham. The Modists gave far less attention to the
"less principal" parts of speech, and William's explana-
tion of the contribution of syncategorematic terms to the
meaning of a proposition was noted earlier.

Both natural and conventional signs are dependent
on the things for which they substitute; the thing repre-
sented is the measure of the sign. John distinguishes be-
tween what manifests and what represents; light can show
color, God can show the existence of created things in
himself, but neither the light nor God is a sign for what
each manifests. They do not substitute for what is shown.
In this discussion, John points out the limitation of lan-

guage as representative.
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But the idea must have with the object the

proportion implied in the notion of substitute and
proxy. Thus, if the sign is to play perfectly and
adequately the part of vicar for the object, complete
commensuration between them in representative being
is required. Because of this necessity, a corporeal
representation cannot be the idea of a spiritual
object, and a created representation cannot be the
idea of an uncreated object. If the representation
is uncreated, the entity of the idea must be uncre-
ated also.l3

In order to substitute properly for something, the sign
must be proportionate to the thing. This means that a
physical image cannot represent an incorporeal extra-
mental thing, nor can a created image represent adequately
an uncreated thing. A discussion of analogy is the natural
consequence of this argument regarding signification.

In some cases, ordinary concepts and words cannot ade-
quately signify the extra-mental things to which they
correspond.

The sign is a relation, yet it can continue to
exercise its function even when the foundation of the rela-
tion has ceased to exist. The principal role of the sign
is to cause something to be known. The sign can lead the
cognitive power to knowledge of an extra-mental thing
even if that thing no longer exists.

Suppose, then, a sign and a signification
existing virtually: the cognitive power is led for-
mally to the signified and yet the sign does not
exist formally, but in a virtual and fundamental
manner. Since it is in the capacity of something
representative that the sign effects the motion of
the power, it still can act as substitute of the sig-

nified after the relation has disappeared. The ability
to move the power remains.
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Here, John Poinsot uses the term 'formally' in a way simi-
lar to the Modist use. He speaks of the sign not existing
formally, since one aspect of its "form"--relation to an
exXisting being~-is not present. John's attribution of a
power to move the cognitive faculty suggests, too, that what
the natural or conventional sign communicates is a form or
species, since this is what the mind can grasp.

It was noted above that the natural sign has a real
relation to the extra-mental thing. John is reluctant to
attribute even a relation of reason to the conventional
sign.

The significative sound does not signify by vir-
tue of its intrinsic nature, but by imposition, i.e.,
as an effect of application. Whereas one and the same
sound can lend itself to several applications, it is
impossible that several natural representations should
belong to one and the same concept.
This notion appears again in the discussion of the dis-
tinction between univocity, equivocity, and analogy. The
significative sound has a meaning attributed to it by human
institution, while the concept has its meaning by nature.

The sign remains a sign even when its relation to
an extra-~mental thing is not presently perceived.

How can a sign written in a closed book or
voiced but not grasped in its relation signify per-
fectly and lead the knower to the signified? The
word 'man' does not represent less perfectly when
it signifies if its relation is not perceived than if
it is, for when this relation is not perceived the
word retains, nevertheless, its sense and complete
signification. Thus, prior to the perception of
the relation, a word is a sign perfectly and fully,
not inchoatively, for it signifies and is a sign

as perfectly as when the relation is actually per-
ceived.



122

Even i1f a conventional sign fails to fulfill its function,
it remains a sign. John does not mention here the case of
someone speaking or writing a language which another person
does not know. In this case, a sign may be ineffective,
but it would not for that reason cease to be a sign. Of
course, the ability to interpret a particular lanéuage
might be completely lost. In such a case, it would seem
that the conventional marks or sounds would remain signs,
though their relation to what is signified would not be
perceived. That the conventional sign does not necessarily
signify indicates that it does not directly show the form.
The concept, Ockham said, is like a mental picture. But
the material sign is not such a picture, so it is not natu-
rally or necessarily linked to a concept. In judgment
(the act of the mind uniting or separating), the mind can
attain truth. One question regarding signification is to
what extent the verbal complex can conform to the mental
proposition, or judgment.

John elaborates the basic point made by Aristotle

in De Interpretatione - concepts signify the same for all,

though the words substituting for them differ from one
language to another. John does not regard this study of
signs as strictly separate from logic.

But among dialecticians, who treat of names
and significative sounds, ultimate and nonultimate
concepts are distinguished as follows: the ultimate
concept concerns the things signified, the nonulti-
mate concept the significative sounds themselves.
This remark may be of great help when there is a ques-
tion of ascertaining the object of logic. Logic
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does not treat of the things themselves considered
in their real existence, as the physicist does, but
of the instruments by which things are known.
Significative sounds, as properly disposed aEq set
in order, make up most of these instruments.

Among the scholastics, this initial distinction appears
more often as the distinction between first and second
intentions. Like Ockham, John Poinsot points out that
logic concerns the instruments used by the mind. Since
significative sounds are such instruments, the exami-
nation of sounds and signification belongs properly to
logic.

John brings the same rigor as Ockham to these
discussions, but he favors the treatment of form found in
the Modist works. His explanation of signification rests
on an understanding of knowledge similar to that implicit
in those works. Ockham severely limited the role of
form (which he calls "species”) in an effort to explain
knowledge and signification. Unlike the Modists, though,
John recognizes that such a treatment belongs more to

logic than to grammar. Finally, he does not attempt to

explain the signification of particular parts of speech.

Part 2: Relation; Beings of Reason

Discussion of relation and beings of reason
clarifies the differences between John and Ockham.
Ockham sought to reduce all the categories to substance and
guality. John Poinsot contends that relations, though

they have the least being of any of the categories, are
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real. It is impossible to assign any absolute being

to some things which are nonetheless real. In discussing
relation, John elaborates further on the notion that what
is signified acts as the measure of the sign. Second,
John discusses those beings of reason which are dependent
on other beings of reason. Much of the discussion of sig-
nification concerns properties or qualities of words or
verbal complexes, which are themselves beings of reason.
Thus, the properties of words and complexes of words can
be systematically studied within logic.

The complexity of John's treatment of relation
makes it a forbidding topic for a brief treatment; here
the effort will be to take note of features relevant to
the discussion of one type of relation, namely that of
signification. John's attribution of some measure of re-
ality to the relation will naturally influence his dis-
cussion of signification. The power of the conventional
sign to represent is derived from that of the natural
sign, and the natural sign consists of a real relation
between sign and signified.

John refers to "some authors" who deny any reality
to relations. He opposes this view, offering Aristotle's
definition of relatives, "those whose whole being refers
to something else,"18 and notes Thomas Aguinas' concurrence
on this point. He goes on to argue that the reality of

some relations is not merely probable; it is an evident

truth.
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Apart from consideration by any intellect,

there are in the real some things to which it is
impossible to assign any absolute being. For example,
there is order, as in an ordered army, an ordered
universe; there are resemblance, dependence, father-
hood, and other such things, which cannot be under-
stood in terms of any kind of absolute entity and

in which the entirety of being is related to some-
thing else. When the appropriate term does not

exist, there is no resemblance or fatherhood.l9

John argues that some relations have real being, among
them the examples he offers - order, resemblance, de-
pendence, and so forth. None of these belongs to a
single substance by itself; a substance may resemble
another substance, but this resemblance is a relation
rather than a quality belonging to the substance con-
sidered in isolation. John offers some further expla-
nation.
This is a sign of the purely relative nature
of certain things. If the being of such things
as resemblance or fatherhood were absolute in any
way, the mere absence of a term would not bring
about their annihilation.Z20
John, like William of Ockham, notes that relations are
not like substances; we cannot assign any absolute
being to them. Nevertheless, they are real.
. « « .To deny that these things exist in the real,
to say that they do not exist unless they are
formed and constructed by an intellect is to deny
a trg}h familiar even to the most illiterate of
men.
Though John does not name Ockham here, his descrip-
tion sketches the Ockhamist position regarding relation.

John has noted earlier that the essence of the sign

is a relation to what is signified; his contention that
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relations are real and not mere fictions has importance
for his treatment of signification. Among the examples
John mentions, several--resemblance, dependence--indi-
cate that signification is an important kind of relation.

Relation requires, he continues, the concurrence
of subject, foundation, and term. Aristotle's cate-
gories distinguish substance from nine accidents in-
hering in substance. Like the other metaphysical acci-
dents, relation requires a subject. The subject is that
being in which the relation primarily has being. The
foundation of a relation is the intelligible principle
and cause from which the relation derives its existence,
while the term is that towards which the relation tends
and in which its movement comes to an end. 22 For example,
the relation of fatherhood must have a subject (a man),
a foundation (generation), and a term (a child). In
the case of signification, the subject is the sign
(which, as was pointed out above, might be an accident--
the concept is an accident in the soul--or something
dependent on the accident - the spoken or written word),
the foundation is representation, and the term is the
thing signified.

The Modists tried to develop a theory of sig-
nification. Working from the basic principles of that
theory, they tried to trace logical connections between

the word and the proposition and the extra-mental things
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signified by the word or the proposition. They were
not aware that the particular modes of signifying in
the Latin language represented one among many possible
systems of linguistic devices. Word position, for
example, takes the place of case endings as an indicator
of parts of speech in many languages. A particular
language need not have the same parts of speech as Latin.
The Modist attempt to show natural connections between
parts of speech and aspects of extra-mental things ob-
scures the soundness of their approach to signification.

John later indicates what distinguishes relation
from the other categories. "To admit of being considered
positively without being considered entitatively or
really, this is strictly proper to relation."?3 John
concurs in the view of Ockham and Aquinas that one re-
lation cannot provide the foundation for another relation;
both had pointed out that if this were possible, the
series could proceed to infinity. Duns Scotus, on the

other hand, contended that a relation can be the foun-

24

dation of another predicamental relation. (All are using

'relation’' here to mean real relation; all agree that
some things ccmmonly called relations are mere beings

of reason.) John argues against Scotus in the following

fashion:

(Of relation we can say that) its entity is
so minute that it does not suffice to ground a
real relation. Indeed, every foundation must be
more perfect than that which is founded upon it,
e.g., an accident cannot, by standing under another
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one, support it in being (see the foregoing, g.

15, art. 2), because one accident does not have a

way of being more perfect than another.?25
John mentioned above that the sign relates to signified
as measured to measure; its being is dependent. In the
earlier passage he refers to here (g. 15, art. 2), John
points out that it only belongs to things in the cate-

26 "accidents

gory of substance to "stand under" accidents;
are themselves inhering realities and cannot give (what
they do not have, viz.) a way of being by which other
accidents would be born."27

Although the comparison may seem far-fetched,
the neo-Platonic account of the origin of the universe
traced all things to an originating cause which was
beyond understanding; all things were to proceed from
this initial cause according to necessary laws. Each
level of being is slightly more multiple and slightly
inferior to that which came before it. A comparable
account of signification is possible. The extra-mental
thing would then cause the being of concepts (natural
signs), then words (conventional signs), and this chain
could be extended. Aquinas, Ockham, and John Poinsot
forestall this interpretation of signification by indi-
cating that words cannot have the same relation to their
modes of signifying that substances have to accidents,

since these material signs themselves are mere beings

of reason.
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From Aristotle and Aquinas, John derives the notion
that three foundations divide the entire genus of relation -
unity and number, action and passion, and measure and
the measurable.?28 Resemblance, fatherhood, and signifi-
cation would exemplify these three types of relation.

The relation of signification is non-mutual; the sign
has a relation (either real or of reason) to what is
signified, but what is signified has no relation to the
sign.

. . .Why should the relations of the third type
not be mutual? St. Thomas gives the explanation
in i.13.7 and On the Power of God 7.10. Here the
extremes are not of the same order. One depends
upon the other and is subordinated to it, but not
vice versa, since one is measure, the other measurable,
one perfecting, the other perfectible. Clearly,
the perfecting as such does not depend upon the
perfectible: it is the other way around. Thus
they are not related to each other but only one
is related to the other.?2

This suggests that the extra-mental thing should not have

a passive modus intelligendi or a passive modus signifi-

candi. The natural and conventional sign have a relation
to the thing, but it has no relation to them. John
gives three instances of non-mutual relation.

God is outside the order of creature, the
sensible is outside the sense, the intelligible
is outside the intellect. All these (viz., God,
sensible, intelligible) exercise action or speci-
fication without their undergoing any changes;
thus, they are outside the order of their correla-
tives, i.e., beyond the range of the changes
undergone by their correlatives, so that they are
not dependent or related reciprocally.30

Knowledge does not affect what is known, nor does the
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sign affect what is signified. The sign exists to
represent, and its adequacy is determined with res-
pect to what it purports to signify. Again, this sug-
gests that it is misleading to speak about the aptitude
of a thing to be known or signified, since these phrases
suggest that the thing enters into a mutual relation
when it is in fact known or signified.

John's terminology suggests that he is dis-
cussing something that bears on the question of the
various modes mentioned in the speculative grammars.

For instance, he introduces an article by saying the
following:
.If the distinction (between relation and

its foundation) is real, what kind of real dis-

tinction is it? the kind that obtains between a

thing and a thing, or the kind that obtains be-

tween a thing and a mode?
He will go on to point out simply that a relation is not
a distinct thing, but rather an accident. 'Mode! is
here simply a general term for the specification of a
substance by any of the accidents. Later, John con-
cludes that relation is merely a mode.32 Of all the
genera of being, relation has the weakest and most mea-
ger being. At this point, John qualifies the use of
'mode'; only the less important accidents can be con-
sidered mere modes. Since some of the other categories,
he points out, are mere modes (e.g., "where", "po-

sition"), so also relation must be a mode. It cannot

have a greater reality than even these minor accidents.
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All this indicates the impossibility of a true science

dealing with particular conventional signs.

John has thus tried to establish that some
relations are real, and he has treated some aspects of
real relations. He denies that all relations can be
considered beings of reason. He does discuss, though,
the being of reason, first pointing out that it is
generally agreed that there are such things.

. +« .+ .This notion is itself sufficiently estab-
lished by experience itself, since we are aware
of our imagining and knowing many things that are
absolutely impossible; such things are ficti-
tious beings. They are beings, because they are
known after the fashion of being; they are fic-
titious, because no true existence corresponds
to them in the real world.33
The being of reason, though not real, is grasped after
the fashion of a real being. But not every being con-
ceived in a way other than the way it really exists is
a being of reason; we know beings which exceed our
reason (e.g., God) after the pattern of something within
the capacity of our reason. They are real beings, though
we cannot grasp them according to their proper mode
of being.

The mind conceives many fictions after the
fashion of real beings. The intellect conceives nega-
tion, an absence of form, after the fashion of being,
"after the fashion of a formal effect."3% A second

intention can be the foundation of another second in-

tention, 3 and consequently one being of reason provides
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the foundation for another being of reason.

The proposition gives birth to other second
intentions that are properties of the proposition.
Some of these are properties of the proposition
as a whole, as opposition, conversion, etc.; others
are properties of the parts of the proposition,
as sugposition, ampliation, predicate, subject,
etc.3

Grammar concerns the properties of propositions and
parts of propositions. However, these beings cannot
provide the basis for a true science. Though they

are conceived after the fashion of real being, "no
existence corresponds to them in the real world."
John's discussion of relation and of beings
of reason clarifies some aspects of signification.
Relations are real, though we do not assign any absolute
being to them. Since signification is a relation, the
entirety of the being of the sign is related to what
is signified . Relation requires subject, foundation,
and term; the natural sign exists in the knower and
reaches the signified. The foundation iﬁ this case
would be knowledge or signification. The relation is
more than a being of reason, since it can be consid-
ered positively; but it is not a real thing. John
points out that the relation cannot be "considered
entitatively." Even the natural sign has being, though
it cannot be considered an entity. The natural sign
cannot support the conventional as a substance supports

an accident. One relation is not sufficient to ground

another real relation. The relation of sign to what
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is signified is not a mutual relation, John continues.
Finally, the subject matter of grammar (and much of
logic) consists of beings of reason, which are not
real relations. Each relation has an intelligible
aspect, and in this sense could be said to have a
form. On the other hand, such a use of 'form' departs
from the sense of the term as used in the phrase
'‘'substantial form.' In the discussion of relation,
John steers a course between Ockham's views on this
topic and the perspective implicit in the Modist gram-
mars. John's discussion of analogy is likewise dif-
ficult and differs from the views of Ockham and from

those of the Modists as well.

Part 3: Univocity, Equivocity, and Analogy

John's discussion of analogy is of interest
for two reasons. First, the topic of analogy concerns
a proper and scientific use of terms in which the term
does not have a single meaning by reason of a single
form. The term 'being', for example, can refer to
something fictitious (a unicorn or a proposition),
to a relation (resemblance), to an accident (whiteness),
to a created substance (a man), or to God. Second, the
notion of signification involves analogy. John points
out that the natural sign and the conventional sign

are analogous.
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He begins his discussion referring to Aristotle's

introduction to Categoriae: "The first distinction or

antepredicament is the division of terms into univo-
cals, equivocals, and denominatives."37 Aristotle_
thus indicates the relation of the categories to the
predicates above them. Some types of analogy are in
fact equivocal.38 Metaphor, or improper supposition,
is an equivocal form of analogy. But the analogous
term is not simply equivocal.
. . .The analogous concept is not related

to its analogates according to absolutely

diverse meanings, but according to a meaning

that has some sort of unity, at least the unity

of a proportion.
The meaning of an analogous term has a certain unity,
though it is not the unity given by a single form.

John mentions rules of supposition for anal-
ogous terms. "An analogous term taken by itself stands
for the better known of the things it signifies."40 Thus,
if someone says simply "The lion runs," 'lion' refers
to a true lion and not a metaphorical one. Further,
"subjects are such as they are permitted to be by their
predicates."4l The subject or predicate may cause the
conjoined term to be understood metaphorically, as
in the statement 'The meadow is smiling;' the subject
here causes the verb to be understood metaphorically.

Since analogous terms are used extensively in philoso-

phy and theology, it is important to distinguish
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systematically between proper and improper uses.

Poinsot refers the reader to Cajetan's work

for further elaboration of the difficulties concerning
analogy, remarking that the common view is the following:
. . . .Analogy is intermediary between pure
equivocity and univocity, inasmuch as the thing
signified is neither absolutely the same, as in
univocals, nor absolutely diverse, as in equi-
vocals; it is, in itself, marked by diversity,
yet it enjoys a unity of proportion and relation.42
What is signified by an analogous term enjoys a certain
"unity of proportion and relation;" the individual beings
to which the term refers do not resemble one another
in their substantial form; rather, one substantial form
may be somehow proportional to the other, or both forms
may be related to a third form.

The distinction between unity of proportion

and unity of relation leads John to Aquinas' distinction
between analogy of attribution and analogy of propor-
tionality. He first repeats that analogous terms differ
from equivocals.

(The analogues) constitute a species of
equivocals inasmuch as they do not have, like the
univocals, ungualified unity of signification.

On the other hand they are distinct from the for-
tuitous equivocals, since they do not signify
entirely diverse things but diverse things that
are proportionally one.

He goes on to point out that this unity does not simply

concern the signification; there is a unity on the part

of what is signified.
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This (relative unity) does not concern
merely the signification or the cause of sig-
nification: it concerns also the reality sig-
nified. If there were not, on the part of the
reality signified, some proportion and some
relation of agreement, a signification involving
such a relation would imply falsehood, and so
would the application of such a signification.44

John defends the metaphysical basis for use of analo-
gous terms in scientific discourse. The unity in

the reality signified ensures that use of the analo-
gous term is not simply equivocal. The things united
under the same term are not equal; that is, they do
not have the same nature. They are, however, propor-
tional to one another.

In the analogy of attribution, the principal
term is the origin of an attribution or denomination
applied to the other terms. Thus urine and medicine
may be called healthy, although this term applies
principally to an animal. John repeats Aquinas'
definition of analogy of attribution:

Things in the case of which a name is common
to several in such a way that the essence signi-
fied is the same if one considers the term but
diverse if one considers the relation to this term.

Thus 'healthy' refers first to a quality found in an
animal, but secondarily to, for example, the urine

that would be symptomatic of health or the diet that
might contribute to health. The signification of the

word thus varies considerably according to the immedi-

ate context.

45
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John further distinguishes (within analogy

of proportionality) between analogy of proper pro-
portionality and analogy of improper proportionality
(i.e., metaphor). In proper proportionality, the
essence signified by the terms is found "formally
and truly" in each analogate. In the case of meta-
phor, the essence signified is found formally and truly
in one, and "only figuratively, or as an effect of
transfer,"46 in the other.

He then clarifies the distinction between analogy
of attribution and analogy of proper proportionality.
In the analogy of attribution, Poinsot points out,
"the form (signified by the analogous term) pertains
intrinsically to the principal analogate, extrinsically
and by denomination to the other analogates.“47 'Healthy'
thus pertains intrinsically to the animal, extrinsicallly
to urine or diet. In the analogy of proper proportionali-
ty, "in all the analogates there exists, intrinsically
and formally, a certain essence consisting in a propor-
tion, according to which essence the analogates are
assimilated in proportional fashion."48 In analogy
of attribution, the unifying concept belongs intrinsical-
ly to only one analogate. In analogy of proper propor-
tionality, the unifying concept (or essence) is found
proportionally in each of the analogates.

Analogous terms, John points out, depend on a

kind of abstraction different from that which leads to
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univocal terms. To reach univocal terms, the mind
abstracts in an unqualified fashion, so that "what
is abstracted does not include that from which it is
abstracted."49 Thus the concept 'animal' does not in-
clude the distinguishing features of the concept
'man,' from which it might be abstracted. However,
'being' (and other analogous terms) must contain in
an implicit or confused way that from which they have
been abstracted. John simply refers to this abstraction
as "not ungqualified." Thus, he concludes, the abstrac-
tion of the concept 'being' is effected by the "non-
declaration of the inferior," not by its exclusion;
the inferior is included, but in a confused way.50
John sums up his treatment of the unity of the analo-
gous term:

. « . .As an effect of confusion, the various

analogates are not expressed distinctly, although

they are actually present in the analogous con-

cept. Just as when we look at a multitude

from a distance no particular member of this

multitude is distinguished, so the multitude

of the analogates, when it is attained confusedly,

is the unity of the analogue, and when it _is

attained explicitly, it is its diversity.
The forms of the various analogates are diverse, but
they can be given a unity based on proportion or
relation. The analogous concept unites things of
diverse form. Such use of language suggests a more

conventional link between words and things. An extra-

mental thing, if we were to accept the Modist presentation,
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would need a passive mode of signifying with respect
to the universal and other passive modes of signify-

ing with respect to analogous terms.

It was pointed out earlier that John notes the
place of analogy in the treatment of signification.
First, the term 'sign' is itself analogous.

Inasmuch as objects are placed under an
analogous concept they are not placed under a
determinate and univocal member of the division
of the superior, but belong analogically to
both (members of this division). . . . If the
term 'man' is taken as abstracting from genuine
and painted, living and dead, it is logically
inferior to being, but it does not belong to
any definite member of the divisions of being;
it is used analogously, it is not considered
determinately one and it is not determinately
placed in one member of the division of being.52

In the case mentioned, the term 'man' would refer to
individuals in several different categories of being.
It refers analogously to each of these things, though
it refers most properly to a substance.

The sign in general is divided analogously
into natural sign and conventional sign, true
sign and fictitious sign, real sign and sign
of reason; it does not belong to any determinate
division of being or of relation, but each of
its inferiors belongs intrinsically to a
determinate genus.>

John here states the same distinction in three different
ways, contrasting the natural, true, or real sign

with the conventional, fictitious sign of reason.

'Sign' is thus one of the terms referring to a con-

fused multitude. This analysis suggests the weakness of

the connection between the natural sign and the conventional
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sign.

John distinguishes the relationship between
a conventional sign and what it signifies from the
relation of an analogous concept to its inferiors.

The significative sound does not signify
by virtue of its intrinsic nature, but by im-
position, i.e., as an effect of application.
Whereas one and the same sound can lend itself
to several applications, it is impossible that
several natural representations should belong to
one and the same concept, since the essence of
the concept consists in representation.54

John here merely repeats Aristotle's observation that
words can be equivocal, but concepts cannot, since
significant sounds can represent extra-mental things
as an effect of application.

It does not seem that application or convention
can erase this distinction between equivocal and analo-
gous terms. John says the following concerning meta-

phor:

But men are used to comparing things with
each other on account of resemblances or conno-
tations that the things imply, and the name of
a thing comes to be applied to another thing.
Under the name so transferred the comparison or
connotation is, so to speak, concealed and ex-
pressed indirectly. The thing to which a name
is applied by metaphor (e.g., the brave man) is
(implicitly) compared to the object that the name
properly designates (e.g., the lion), but this
does not mean that the name signifies that thing
('lion' does not signify brave man), even in
secondary fashion.>

The diversity of essences thus prevents a metaphor
from becoming analogous. 'Lion' refers to a specific

form. This differentiates its signification from that
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of terms like 'sign' which refer to a confused multi-
tude.

This chapter has suggested the extension and care
of John's discussion of signification. My contention
is thét John shows the importance of form in a particu-
lar theoretical approach to signification without causing
the confusions Ockham had feared. He resembles Ockham
in his definition of the sign and distinction between
various kinds of signs. He attributes a greater reality
to relations than Ockham had, and he places the sign
within this metaphysical category. Like Ockham, he regards
the conventional sign as a being of reason. Finally,
his discussion of analogy suggests that the notion of
form is insufficient for a full theory of signification.
Some of the more important philosophical and theological
terms have a qualified unity differing from the unity of
univocal terms. Before proceeding to a statement of con-
clusions, the next chapter will consider some historical

evaluations of the Modists.
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CHAPTER V

CONCLUSIONS

John Poinsot thus incorporated some basic points
found in the Modist grammars into his own treatment of
signification, indicating certain points about which his
views differed from those of Ockham. Ockham's treat-
ment of signification differs considerably from that
of the Modists, but he agrees with them on many funda-
mental issues. The later Ockhamists and Renaissance
grammarians completely lose sight of the merit of the

»
speculative grammars. Historical criticism of these writers
has reflected this negative evaluation. After surveying

some of the more important literature, I will offer a few

brief conclusions regarding the contribution of the Modists.

Part 1l: Critical Response to the Modists

Many historians of linguistics have taken the
Modists to task for their imposition of logic and metaphys~ -

ics on grammar. Gilson, who views their work
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unsympathetically, summarizes their attitude towards

grammar.

. .The grammarians of the thirteenth cen-
tury noticed that each language raised two sorts
of problems, some proper to the language in ques-
tion (Hebrew, Greek, or Latin grammar), others
common to all languages (what is a noun, a verb,
an adverb, etc.) The first sort of problems could
not become an object of science; the second sort
of problems, on the contrary, could be taught in
a scientific way on account of their generality.l

Gilson is not here referring to the Modists, but to their
immediate predecessors, who developed the notion that
grammar could be a science. The speculative grammars
deal with both kinds of questions--those particular to
Latin and those common to all languages--but they often
suggest that they are merely using Latin parts of speech
to exemplify general principles. Gilson then mentions
some specific aspects of these grammars.

Hence the progressive constitution of what was
to be called later on "speculative grammar" (gram-
matica speculativa), whose object it was to teach
the general rules followed by the human intellect
in expressing itself, namely, its various "ways
of signifying" what it thinks (modi significandi).
Thus conceived, grammar could become a science and
be taught as a true learning because its object was

universal and its conclusions deducible from prin-
ciples.

Here, Gilson speaks of the Modists. Thomas of Erfurt's

work was called Grammatica Speculativa, and he deals with

the modi significandi. The Modists try to show that the

actual properties of words result from the metaphysical
features of the realities they signify. The historian

mentions specifically one of the outstanding men among
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the theoretical grammarians, the remarkable Roger Bacon.

As Roger Bacon vigourously puts it: "Grammar
is substantially the same in all languages, even
though it may undergo in them accidental variations."
He himself was keenly aware of the irreducible
nature of particular languages and of the importance
of their study; no language, he said, can be trans-
lated into another without losing its proper quali-
ties. Bacon did not want to suppress particular
grammars; he merely conceived the possibility of
a general one; the universal grammar of human lan-
guage, taken precisely qua human.3

In Roger Bacon, as in the Modists, 'substance' and ‘acci-
dent' take on a broader meaning.

H.O0. Taylor detects a beneficial influence in
the efforts of these logically-trained grammarians.

. . Dialectic brought both good and ill,

proving itself helpful in the regulation of syntax,
but banefully affecting grammarians with the convic-
tion that language was the creature of reason, and
must conform to the principles of logic.4

Taylor thus faults the Modists for their eagerness to show
that grammar follows directly from logic. He goes on to
quote from a second outstarding predecessor of the Modists,

Robert Kilwardby.

One likewise notes with curious interest that,
from their dialectic training, apparently, grammari-
ans first found as many species of grammar as languages,
and then forsook this idea for the view that, in
order to be a science, grammar must be universal,
or, as they phrased it, one, and must possess
principles not applicable specially to Greek or
Latin, but to congruous construction in the abstract:;
"de constructione congrua secundum guod abstrahit
ab omni lingua speciali," are the words of the
English thirteenth-century philosopher and grammarian,
Robert Kilwardby.5

Taylor repeats Gilson's observation that the speculative

grammarians sought principles common to all languages.
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This led them to the general discussion of the sign and
of signification which has been the focus of this paper.
Many grammarians have judged this influence to
have been almost entirely negative; Prof. R.H. Robins
and Charles Thurot are particularly harsh on this point.
Robins regards the Modist view of language as "narrow."
The relation between logic and grammar as they
saw it was that by logic we arrive at truth and
knowledge, and by grammar we are enabled correctly
to express and communicate them in words. Language
was for them the verbal expression of the thoughts
of the intellect. This extraordinarily narrow
and distorted conception of language has persisted
into modern times and seriously hindered linguis-
tic studies.®
Robins accurately characterizes the Modist view of the
relation between logic and grammar. His view that this
is "narrow and distorted" may result from his thinking
that the Modists recognized no other purpose for language
than that of signifying affirmative scientific proposi-
tions. They did concentrate on such use, but they did not
hold that language served no other purpose; even the in-
clusion of the interjection within the analysis of parts
of speech confirms that they knew they were emphasizing
a particular aspect of language, that aspect of most
interest for logic.
Thurot focusses criticism particularly on the
method of the speculative grammars.
As for the method of grammarians of the Middle
Ages, it cannot be defended. It was poor both as a
way of teaching and as science. They made the

mistake of giving to authentic texts an authority
which only belongs to the facts and to reason;
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they were mistaken in trying to explain the facts

instead of studying them; finally they were wrong

in basing their explanations on principles which

were stranger than those they were seeking to

explain: forgetting that Aristotle had said that

each science has its proper principles, and not

dreaming that metaphysics could not furnish the

principles for grammar. All their reasonings are

no more than vague subtleties, fallacies, which

cannot be of any use today.
This is a powerfully expressed criticism. In speaking
of authoritative texts here, Thurot is no doubt referring
to Priscian's grammar and Aristotle's logic and metaphysics.
The Modists build from these basic works. It is true
that they believed that the explanations they provided for
the principles of Priscian's grammar represented an ad-
vance. Thurot notes Aristotle's remark that each science
must have its proper principles. To seek to find in meta-
physics an explanation for the parts of speech certainly
is to depart from Aristotelian principles. With respect
to the last point, I have attempted to show that the
Modists use of form in the explanation of signification
must be distinguished from their effort to deduce particu-
lar parts of speech from Aristotelian metaphysics. There
is validity, then, in Thurot's criticism. However, this
departure from Aristotle suggests that the Modists did not
slavishly follow the texts with which they were working.
They hoped to use Aristotelian principles to offer a fur-

ther explanation of language, going beyond what Aristotle

or Priscian had done.
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Recently, linguists have taken up again some of
the general problems considered by the Modists. Some
historians have called for a re-evaluation of medieval
grammar. G.L. Bursill-Hall praises highly the Modist
investigations.

We must recognize that grammatical theory
made tremendous advances in the Middle Ages and
they, in the course of their speculation, were
led to consider problems in grammar which are still
of great concern to the linguist of today, e.g.,
universals, adequacy, deep structure, and the in-
corporation of meaning into grammatical state-
ment.

Bursill-Hall concurs with Taylor's contention that logic
was helpful in certain respects in the development of

grammar. He singles out Thomas of Erfurt for particular

praise.

There is every reason to consider Thomas's
grammar the most important achievement of the
Modistae. It was certainly the most widely produced
and most widely commented during the Middle Ages;
but in terms of internal evidence, the Grammatica
Speculativa seems to be the most complete grammar
available to us. . . . Thomas's work . . . shows
the refinements of time and presumably the results
of a period of intensive speculative activity.

Here, Bursill-Hall comments favorably on the "speculative
aspect of these grammars. He has more sympathy than
Thurot toward the effort to find explanations of gram-
matical phenomena.

He agrees, though, that the Modist effort to
develop grammar using strictly semantic criteria as the
basis for a hierarchy of parts of speech is a blind alley,

from the point of view of grammar.
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There is also a very definite hierarchy in
the system of partes orationis, which is structured
in terms of the essence of the partes orationis;
we have therefore a clear-cut division (which happens
to coincide with the division between the declinable
and indeclinable partes). . . . The highest places
in the hierarchy are filled by those partes which
express 'ens' or 'esse' in their general modes of
signifying; these are the nomen and pronomen, ver-
bum and participium, which_are collectively referred
to as 'magis principales.'

When faced with the necessity of developing grammar without
the help of semantic criteria, the Modists actually fare
better.

We find then that the loss of the matter/form
contrast compelled the Modistae to resort to formal
criteria in their description of the indeclinables,
and since their morphosemantics is equally impossible,
the Modistae used formal syntacti¢_ criteria to es-
tablish their indeclinable parts.

Because the parts of speech they regarded as less important
had little evident relation to substance, the Modists
developed the aspect of grammar dealing with these parts

of speech with little effort to apply semantic criteria.
Bursill-Hall notes that these grammars contributed to the
development of syntax.

Martin's (Martin of Dacia) and Thomas's sections
on syntax represent an attempt to break away from
tradition and, despite their many shortcomings,
become a concise, very systematic and as a rfgult
very original statement of syntactic theory.

Bursill-Hall echoes here Taylor's commendation of a par-
ticular influence of logic in the development of grammar.
Again, his description of the Modist effort highlights

its similarities with contemporary efforts (of Chomsky

and others) to apply logical theory to the study of
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language. However, Bursill-Hall points out what he
considers a fundamental flaw in Modist grammar - their
effort to interpret Latin in such a way that it would
conform very well to their metaphysics.

It is interesting to see that the philosophical
and logical training of the Modistae made them, without
realizing it, create a syntax which is in actual
fact based on the favourite sentence~type of Latin;
their motive was the expression of substance which
must somehow be in a state of flux, hence the require-
ment of suppositum and appositum, and yet it was
ultimately the structure of their language which
forced them to this.l13 '

Here, Bursill-Hall oversimplifies the guestion. The argu-
ment that an assertion requires at least two different

kinds of words can be traced back to Plato's Theaetetus.

Individual words cannot perform the same function as
propositions. The need for a complex (that is, for a struc-
ture with different kinds of parts) may result from the
nature of signification and not from the structure of
Latin.

Bursill-Hall advances beyond many earlier writers
in interpreting speculative grammar as part of a genuine
tradition leading to contemporary grammar and linguistics.
His criticism is free from the exaggeration found in
Robins and Thurot. He can see the similarity between the
precise systematization of the Modists and recent efforts
to establish a more truly scientific foundation for the
study of language.

I have abstracted ‘from strictly grammatical ques-

tions, though I agree with Bursill-Hall that the Modists err
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in extending metaphysical explanation to particular parts
of speech. The treatment of signification in the specu-
lative grammars, if distinguished from the grammatical
exaggerations, merits attention. The Modists, like the
terminist logicians, apply the distinction between matter
and form to the word and to the proposition. This places
them within the philosophic tradition as well as within the
linguistic tradition. Nominalist objections reflect on
their theory of signification, and John Poinsot's logic
takes up some of their themes.

Gilson notes the influence of grammar on the develop-
ment of medieval logic. He first offers another brief
description of the work of the Modists.

The history of logic in the fourteenth century

is complicated by at least two elements foreign

to logic properly so-called: grammar and metaphys-
ics. . . . In the fourteenth century, at the same

time when grammar was invading metaphysics through
logic, metaphysics invaded grammar. This move-

ment, visible ever since the twelfth century, gave
rise to "speculative grammar" (grammatica speculativa).
Its two characters are: 1) to be an abstract specu-
lation about the classification and functions of

words in language; 2) to be, by virtue of its very

abstraction, independent from the grammars of par-
ticular languages.léd

Even this brief passage suggests that Gilson regrets the
blurring of boundaries between these three disciplines.

In fact, Ockham's criticism of the Modists could appear

in these terms - they failed to distinguish properly,

he would suggest, between the properties of real things and

the properties of the signs we use to represent them.
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John Poinsot attempts to show the place of signification
in the metaphysical order; a natural sign is a real rela-
tion, while a conventional sign is a relation of reason.
Gilson notes that contemporaries of the Modists
did not resist this invasion.
This intrusion of logic into grammar was
resented by a few "humanists" but welcomed by
many other grammarians, the more so as, most of the
time, the same men were equally competent in both
disciplines. There is a visible continuity from
the definition of "word" (vox) by Priscian (I,1;
Hertz, I, 5) to its nominalistic interpretation
by Abelard (ed. Geyer, 37-38; 124-125). Grammar
is nominalistic by definition; a logician can
carry its nominalism from grammar to logic, then
to metaphysics. In the fourteenth century, at the
same time when grammar was invading metaphysics
through logic, metaphysics invaded grammar.
The historian makes several important observations here.
First, the speculative grammarians were capable logicians,
familiar with Aristotelian terminology. Second, they
developed ideas that had been present in the work of earlier
scholastic writers (e.g., Abelard). Third, this was a
case of mutual influence; grammar found its way into meta-
physics. In the later Ockhamists, we find evidence that some
philosophers did mistake grammatical arguments for meta-
physical arguments. The passages examined earlier from
Robert Holkot's work suggest such an error.
The work of the later Ockhamists drew a strong
responsefrom their contemporaries. Gilson discusses John

Gerson's reaction to the philosophic confusion of the

fourteenth century.
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The evil that needed curing is remarkably
described by Gerson in his Fifty Propositions
on the modes of signification (1426). . . . When
he cast his eyes on his own university, the chancel-
lor discovered there only a general confusion of
the orders of knowledge, each one using the mode
of signification proper to a certain discipline and
another object. He saw the masters of grammar, whose
object is the congruity of discourse, solve their
problems by methods proper to logic, whose object
is the truth or falsity of propositions, while mas-
ters of logic claimed to solve by those same methods
the problems of metaphysics, a science which does
not bear upon propositions but upon things. And
he saw that grammarians, logicians, and metaphys-
icians believed that they could solve the problems
of theology by all these methods at once, as though
theology had not its own methods and its own object,
which is the word of God.l®

This suggests the confusion of the era of the Modists.
Again, Gilson's criticism here bears more on the work of
the later Ockhamists than on that of the Modists. Cer-
tainly he would regard their efforts to deduce Latin
grammar from metaphysics as misguided. At the same time,
the distinction he makes between grammar and logic matches
that found in Siger of Courtrai. Moreover, these grammarians
did not attempt to resolve metaphysical or theological
gquestions on the basis of their conclusions in grammar.
Gilson here re-constructs the chaotic state of philosophy;
such a perception no aoubt pushed many of the Renaissance
writers toward simplification in grammar and logic.

J.P. Mullally, without evaluating the speculative
grammars, suggests their interest for philosophers.

One of the most important and influential

products of the middle ages, which has thus far
received little attention from historians of
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philosophy, was the development of a philosophical
grammar by the so-called Modistae. The oldest

known example of it is the Summa Grammaticae of

Roger Bacon; the most widely known is the Grammatica
Speculativa (also known as the Tractatus de Modis
significandi) of Thomas of Erfurt, which was for-
merly attributed to Duns Scotus. The speculative
grammar, which was fabricated in tracts of this
nature, 1is important because theologians made

copious use of its fixed precise terminology and
because it was the subject of attack by the Ockhamists
who wrote tracts Destructiones modorum significandi.l7

This passage suggests several further areas for investi-
gation. First, this work has not concerned itself with

the earlier speculative grammars, such as that of Roger
Bacon. Second, it has not considered the theological

use of the notion of modes of signification. I have dis-
cussed the differences between the Modist view of signifi-
cation and Ockham's view and have pointed up similiarities
between the speculative grammars and John Poinsot's inquiry
into signification.

William Barrett, in an unpublished master's essay,
notes particularly the neo-Platonic influence in Thomas of
Erfurt's speculative grammar. He takes the work to be
representative of Duns Scotus' thought, and he notes de-
partures from the views of Aristotle. Moody's brilliant

Logic of William of Ockham no doubt influenced Barrett;

Moody takes much of Ockham's criticism to be directed to
a neo~Platonic Aristotelianism found in Scotus.

Barrett points out that the disciplines which
study signs cannot be true sciences according to Aristo-

telian standards.
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For the 'why' which science should ask for must

eventually terminate in a definition, and this
definition will be scientific only if it formulates
some nature. But in a study of signs, definitions
are only of names. The difficulty in such a science
can be grasped in another way: it lies in the
doubtful being of a sound or concept apart from what
is signified or conceived; accidents not readily
separate from that in which they are cannot be
conceived apart from their subject.l8
Barrett here interprets Ockham as saying that logic is
not a science, though in fact what Ockham said was that
logic is not a real science (i.e., it is not a science
concerning real things). He indicates the difficulty of
placing the sign in a metaphysical category. John Poinsot
resolves this with his treatment of relation.

Duns Scotus joined Augustinian and Aristotelian
elements; in Barrett's view, this combination led Thomas
of Erfurt to envision a true universal grammar, that is,
a science of signs expressing truths regarding language
as such. Barrett characterizes these truths as a priori.

As in mathematics the principles are not

generalizations of sense-experience, but rather
obtained by operation upon intelligible matter, so
in the treatise we are considering the principles
are derived intellectually from considerations
of significance as such, and not generalized
empirically from language. This work is an a
priori grammar.
The Modists approach grammar with principles not derived
empirically from the study of language. However, this
results from their treatment of the conventional sign as

subsidiary to and dependent upon the natural sign. The

primary example of signification is the concept.
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Understanding of the concept illuminates the conventional

sign for the Modists.

Barrett also contends that the Modists blur the
distinctions between sciences. They seem to place word-
sciences on a par with those studies which examine real
extra-mental things. He describes Thomas of Erfurt's
division of the sciences.

Thus we say 'man is an animal,' 'man is a

species,' 'man is a noun.' The three types of
proposition illustrate at the same time the division

of the sciences into real, rational, and sciences
of expression (scientia sermocinalis).

He does not take into account, though, that the Modists
used the same terminology as the terminist logicians.

The terminists sought to develop a treatment of the univer-
sal and of science that would be of use for any philosopher,
whether he were nominalist, extreme realist, or moderate

realist. The use of the term scientia sermocinalis should

therefore not be understood to mean that word sciences have
the same status as natural sciences.

Barrett notes that the speculative grammars could
be traced to some brief remarks in Aristotle's De Inter-

pretatione, where "noun and verb are treated in a way that

parallels that given by Thomas of Erfurt."?l He contends
that the blurring of the distinction between speculative
and practical sciences suggests Augustinian influence.
Thus the Speculative Grammar offers itself as
an instance of both a demonstrative, or theoretic,

science (the title itself is indicative, added the
demonstrative procedure we have already indicated)
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as well as an instrument. This in itself may be

considered a sign for locating the work in a philo-

sophic tradition. For the identification of specu-

lative and practical is essentially augustinian.

In Aristotle distinction is kept sharply between

the two: 1in a speculative science the principles

lie in the very natures studied; but the principles

of a practical science reside in the activity

itself. . . . In the 'Grammar' systematic knowledge

of signs is sought in terms of the principles of

signifying, which are then instrumental to the

activity of expression.Z22
The author interprets the effort to develop a speculative
grammar as an indication of augustinian influence. I would
suggest rather that one aspect of these works--the direct
transition from general considerations regarding signifi-
cation to particular considerations regarding Latin--
particularly indicates a neo-Platonic influence. The re-
peated application of the matter-form distinction also
suggests such an influence. The speculative or theoretical
aspect of the Modist grammars has some merit, and John
Poinsot incorporates this aspect into his treatise on
logic.

Recent work in the history of linguistics and in
the history of philosophy has evaluated the work of the
Modists more highly than did earlier histories. In gram-
mar, the systematic studies of the Modists are similar in
form and in inspiration to the transformational grammars.
The Modists also sought universal features of language.
In philosophy, more at-ention has been given to Ockham's

theory of signification and to the work of the terminists.

I have suggested here that the Modist treatment of



160

signification and their application of the notion of form
in this area merits consideration. An exaggerated gram-
matical realism, which appears also in the Modist works,
blurs distinctions between sciences. Gilson attributes
to this realism some of the confusion of the fourteenth
century. Barrett traces it to an Augustinian influence.
The method of the speculative grammars was poorly
suited for the development of particular grammars. This
helps to explain the basis for Robins's and Thurot's
criticism. Grammarians needed to reject deliberately the
semantic concentration of Modist grammar in order to grasp
and interpret particular facts related to Latin or to the
vernacular languages. Later grammarians, like the Renais-
sance men of letters, approached language from a perspec-
tive that differed from that of the Modists and even seemed
opposed to it. But it is fairer to the Modists to inter-
pret their work as a contribution to that aspect of language
study which is now called semantics. Their exaggerated
confidence in the power of reason to provide explanation
and justification for particular facts of grammar mars work

which is in many respects sound.

Part 2: Some Particular Questions

After examining the views of the Modists and their
critics and considering John Poinsot's clarifications, the
relevance of these observations to theoretical issues

mentioned earlier becomes an issue. First, why should
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historical observation, tied to particular authors and
theories, influence consideration of a theoretical issue?
Second, if some link exists between particular fourteenth-
century doctrines and contemporary questions about lan-
guage, what conclusions can one derive from the Modists'
work and from John Poinsot's logic?

Some striking similarities exist between four-
teenth-century debates on epistemological questions and
contemporary developments in the theory of language.
Logicians had notes this before; Moody has called attention
to the contribution of medieval logic. The Modists also
analyze phenomena which remain puzzling today. This analy-
sis differs from familiar approaches in such a way that it
sheds new light on some contemporary questions. The
Modists attempt to describe and define signification and
to indicate its relation to knowledge and to the world.
This attempt, though difficult to interpret because of its
technical terminology, sketches an analysis which avoids
some of the confusions which beset even contemporary treat-
ments.

Our study began with the observation that three
fundamental perspectives on signification parallel the
three familiar positions regarding the universals. An
extreme realist, Augustine for example, conceives of the
universal (or form) as somehow existing apart from the mind

and apart from the thing known. The nominalist (Nicholas



162
of Autrecourt, for instance) denies any reality whatso-

ever to the universal. The moderate realist or concep-
tualist affirms that the universal signifies a reality
but has not existence apart from the mind.

In the study of language, the Modist treatment
is tainted with extreme realism. The three modes~-the
mode of being, the mode of understanding, and the mode of
signifying--seem to refer to three ways of existing pos-
sible for the form. This could easily be understood
to suggest that the universal had reality apart from
its existence in the mind. The repeated usé of the dis-
tinction between matter and form suggests that the Modists
need to be clearer about the differences between extra-
mental substances and the signs referring to them.

Ockham reacts strongly against extreme realism.
It has been noted above that his treatment of natural and
conventional signification matches that which is at the
basis of speculative grammar. However, he emphasizes the
point that the universal is nothing--neither substance nor
accident--apart from the mind. His repetition of this point
and his contention that it is of great importance indicates
his concern that the unclear use of the notion of form
in the Modist analysis of parts of speech could become a
widespread error. Ockham wanted to reduce the other

metaphysical categories to substance and quality.
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John Poinsot, aware of Ockham's objections, never-

theless gives considerable importance to form in his treat-
ment of signification. Beginning from the distinction
between the natural and the conventional sign, he goes on
to distinguish carefully between the two. He places the
sign within the category of relation; unlike Ockham, he
does not feel that this category can be reduced to sub-
stance or accident. Because 'sign' is itself an analogous
term, John's treatment of analogy is of interest. Moreover,
the use of various analogues suggests that the notion of
form is not in itself sufficient for an understanding of
signification. In different ways, John and William of
Ockham both underline the importance of context for the
proper understanding of terms.

The writers discussed here agree that the mind or
soul has a type of existence different in kind from that
of the body whose principle of life it is. The use of the
matter-form distinction in the discussion of language
suggests that the resolution of the problem of significa-
tion parallels the resolution of questions concerning the
relation of soul and body. To a certain extent, this paral-
lel reappears in contemporary debate. For example, what is
the nature of the language acquisition device? Questions
regarding signification naturally depend on questions
regarding the structure of mind. Curiously enough, the

suggestion that there must be an elaborate structure to
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explain this remarkable phenomenon resembles somewhat the

highly articulated grammar of the Modists. But in the
earlier debate, Ockham and John Poinsot were not contending
that the mind is material or that it is a simple mechanism.
They were arguing rather that it was immaterial and that it
could make use of man— different possible systems of con-
ventions in order to signify its concepts and reasoning.

In contemporary discussion, some theories of
language contend that explanation of this phenomenon requires
no recourse to mind (that is, to any immaterial principle),
while others insist that language only depends on mind.
Behaviorism (as found, for example, in the work of B.F.
Skinner) exemplifies the first approach. Stimulus-response
theory, on this view, provides an adequate basis for the
analysis and explanation of verbal behavior. On the other
hand, those who uphold the existence of innate ideas
interpret speech and writing as the application of material
tags to a highly-articulated mental structure. Such
writers treat words as the pale reflections of archetypal
concepts. Even the apparently anti-Platonic thought
of Benjamin Whorf, for instance, supports the view that
there is a tight bond between thought and language. His
analysis suggests that a speaker of any language would be
bound to treat concepts of space or time implicit in his
grammar as changeless Ideas.

In this contemporary discussion, as in the medie-

val dispute, questions concerning meaning interact with
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considerations regarding the mind. For the Modists, the
modes of understanding and the modes of signifying, materially
the same, differ formally. Language gives a fractured material
representation of the products of the mind, which is itself
immaterial. The grammatical categories reflect aspects of
real things, but some categories have little conneétion with
substance. Speculative grammar interprets grammatical
categories in terms of Aristotelian metaphysical categories.
A sentence needs certain elements to reach two distinct
levels of completion (perfection, in the Modist terminol-
ogy); at the first level, the sentence expresses the spea-
ker's (or writer's) thought, while at the second level,
it succeeds in causing similar conceptions to arise in the
listener's (or reader's) mind. The Modists try to balance
natural and conventional elements. The human mind reasons
discursively and understands things by analysing them into
parts. The Modists treat as evident what contemporary
works might regard as problematical. Does the word ex-
press the content of a mental act? Can the word trigger
the same mental act in the hearer? For the Modists, the
guestion is not whether this occurs, but how. The notion
of form provides the key. A material sign presents a form
(to which it is conventionally attached) to the hearer,
who abstracts form from matter, just as the person who
speaks abstracts form from matter in the act of knowledge,

then communicates the form abstracted to others.
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Ockham and John Poinsot criticize this notion.

The individual word, since its link with any form is
conventional, cannot bring the form to the mind. Somehow,
the complex, though built up from parts each of which has
only a conventional link to extra-mental things, can ef-
fectively communicate knowledge of these things. The
Modists suggest that this process operates through the
presentation of the same form that is known to the in-
tellect. In fact, as the criticism of Ockham and Poinsot
shows, the explanation cannot be this simple. Grammatical
realism seems to provide a simple explanation of signi-
fication, but a careful examination of the position reveals
insoluble difficulties.

Some philosophers have tried to assimilate language
to other forms of representation. In his Cratylus, Plato
(perhaps ironically) describes an ideal language in which
each word would clearly present what it signified; sound
or physical appearance would lead the mind directly to
the signification of the word. Wittgenstein's picture
theory treats the statement as a transparent and univer-
sally intelligible presentation of a state of affairs.
Wittgenstein draws out this analogy, employing "logical
space" as a metaphor to clarify the notion of logical
possibility. At the other extreme in contemporary dis-
cussion, W.V. Quine's denial of the possibility of radi-

cal translation implies that men cannot find truly
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equivalent statements; there can be no objective determi-

nation of synonymy. His familiar aphorism that to be is

to be the value of a variable suggests that many inter-
pretations are possible for a given system of signs and that
the world does not force any of these interpretations on

the person interpreting such a system.

Nothing very similar to a picture theory appears
during the era discussed in this paper. The Modists des-
cribe a complex system of signification in which even
individual signs have features that lead the mind to
knowledge of what they signify. Nevertheless, this does not
take place because the sign or proposition functions as
a picture. The Modists use 'form' to refer to an abstract
and immaterial reality. In discussing the universal, Ock-
ham argues that the mind has an ability to picture real
things. For him, the concept or natural sign can be
compared to a picture of what it represents.

Certain objections to the theory of signification
traced in these pages merit consideration. First, this
view may appear balanced simply because it never comes to
grips with the question of true skepticism. This must be
conceded. The Modistae themselves offer little defense
even to Ockham's rather mild critique. John Poinsot
defends his views from "nominalism," but he does not ad-
dress himself to the suggestion that concepts or words

provide the bounds of thought. Should these writers have



168
tried to prove that signification is a distinct human
phenomenon best understood in terms of the explanatory
concepts they developed? Doubtless they understood
possible skeptical arguments (for example, from Augus-
tine's criticism of the Academic skeptics), but they make
little attempt to answer them. Two brief defenses could be
offered on this point. First, deep~rooted skepticism
blocks the initial steps needed to establish a science.
Because these writers took for granted some basic premisses
about the phenomena they discussed, they could investi-
gate them methodically. Physicists need not demonstrate
the existence of the material world. Several recent philo-
sophers of logic have tried to avoid epistemological issues,
at least in the initial stages of their work. Second, the
Modists regarded signification as an initial empirical
observation. For these writers, a thorough causal analysis
of linguistic phenomena would lead to recognition of an
immaterial principle, the soul. Their works lack such
analysis, but they were convinced that this had already
been clearly established. The need for such justification
appears in the light of later works.

Fairer standards, when applied to Modist grammar,
reveal several weaknesses. Though earlier writers (for
example, Roger Bacon) had warned of the need to study
languages, the Modists generalize broadly from considerations

of Latin, regarding it as the ideal language. Though they
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distinguish between metaphysics and grammar, they attempt
to link in a novel way considerations found in Aristotle's
metaphysics and Priscian's Latin grammar. They can never
convincingly establish a connection. Finally, medieval
humanists (e.g., John of Salisbury) and later the Renaissance
men of letters deride the tyranny of dialectic. (Occasion-
ally, contemporary critics likewside complain that the
effort to develop a fully scientific study of language
can be stifling, impairing the natural development of
style.) John Poinsot's work modifies and corrects the
weaker elements in the speculative grammars, emphasizing
in his own work the development of a theory of signs.
But his work, like that of the Modists, makes use of the
matter-form analysis initially developed by Aristotle.

The Modists, Ockham, and John Poinsot developed
a theory of language which rests on presently unpopular
metaphysical premisses - the dual material-immaterial
constitution of man, the analysis of material beings into
matter and form, the dependence of knowledge on immateriality,
and the relation of all the particular sciences to metaphys-
ics., But the realism found in these works provided the
basis for Peirce's efforts in this field. Can a Cartesian
linguistics succeed? It is logically possible, but not
highly plausible. Problems of language trouble Cartesian
theory, since it can easily founder on the difficulty of

relating mind to extended being. Language also provides
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a challenging problem for the strict materialist, unless
he simply denies that signification is a distinctive
phenomenon requiring explanation.

The Modists attempt such an explanation. Faced
with a puzzling reality, they apply to its analysis the
Aristotelian account of causality. John Poinsot, realizing
that the sign must be carefully distinguished from real
substances, treats it as a real relation (the natural
sing) or a relation of reason (the conventional sign) and
places the scientific study of this reality within logic.
Poinsot distinguishes his study from metaphysics. Like the
Modists, he accepts knowledge and signification as evident
realities. More recently, C.S. Peirce followed a similar
path. He, too, would argue that an intelligible content
is found within material beings and, in a distinct manner,
in men. This intellectual optimism—--confidence that
material beings reveal their causes upon analysis--rep-
resents a basic philosophic option. What degree of confi-
dence can one place in sensation, or in simple observations?
The Modists and John Poinsot regard knowledge and signifi-
cation as realities which are recognized clearly by men.

Two historical points could be derived from this
study of the Modists. First, the history of human thought
does not trace a line of irreversible and constant progress.
The Renaissance gained in appreciation for the classics,

appreciation of proper historical method, and breadth of
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interest. But it lost sight of many developments in logic,
and I have argued that it lost the initial stages of a
philosophical understanding of language. John Poinsot
took up and clarified these initial arguments. Second,

in the treatment of basic philosophic questions, certain
fundamental options appear. Similar choices in these fun-
damental options lead to the development of similar treat-
ments of language, mind, and the world. New interest

in questions of signification leads to contemporary ap-
proaches which, though couched in different language,
resemble the alternative perspectives of Ockham, Poinsot,

or the Renaissance grammarians.
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